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STILL-LIFE PAINTING IN AMERICA 




STATING THE PROBLEM 


S TILL LIFE IS the chamber music of painting- a 
singularly pure and refined form of artistic ex- 
pression It manifests the intrinsic values of art, 
very little diluted by incidental elements For that rea- 
son the study of still life is no less rewarding as an 
aesthetic experience than as an historical discipline. 

If this observation holds true for still life in general, 
it has special significance for American still life Amen- 
can painting developed during one of the most con- 
fused penods in the history of art Since the beginning 
of the twentieth century, this confusion has been fully 
analyzed with the result that most of the evaluations 
previously accepted have been gradually revised It has 
been recognized that under a surface layer of preten- 
tious academic art there existed strata of unassuming 
but genuine art production American still life, all but 
forgotten by art historians until the present century, 
IS such a stratum 

To be sure, Amencan still life is a humble annex to 
the art of the world But since civilization is indivisible, 
each single contribution to it is related to all others; 
and principles valid for monuments of universal signifi- 
cance are also valid for modest, regional undercurrents 
Consequently for a study such as this, a suitable ter- 
minology must be devised to link these undercurrents 
to the great movements in the history of art— a termi- 
nology flexible enough to meet the requirements of 
the specific subject Such terms arc introduced and 
defined as needed 

The task of wnting the history of an undercurrent 
—and that is what still-life painting in Amenca is— 
conditions the approach of the author to his subject 
The matenals must be analyzed and grouped so as to 


allow a clear distinction of trends The closer these 
trends arc to the substrata of all art, the more universal 
their character will be, for underlying any develop- 
ment are what Strzygowski called 'the forces of grav- 
ity’ the 'constants’ of geography and climate, and the 
elements of tradition embodied in the crafts Yet, the 
historian must realize that as a rule the work of the 
highly trained artist will follow the evolution of styles 
as revealed in the advanced production at the lead- 
ing art centers of the world 

The objective of this book is to interpret a develop- 
ment that has been neglected previously, but that con- 
tains unmistakable creative values Because new move- 
ments in art elude detached judgment by contempo- 
raries, and because of the many ramifications of con- 
temporary productions, this study of the history of 
stilMife painting in Amcnca ends with the analysis 
of an older movement, surviving even now, in which 
a distinctly Amencan idiom matured into a style of 
universal validity 

TTie author has not tried to make this an exhaustive 
study of the entire corpus of Amencan still-Iife paint- 
ing, much regional research must be done before such 
an objective can be accomplished If this book suc- 
ceeds in stimulating further research in its field, it 
will fulfil his sincere hope 

For the sake of continuity in presentation, biographi- 
cal notes, references, and amplifications have been 
held to a niimmum Supplementary notes of such a 
nature have been assembled m an appendix, where 
each note is preceded by the page and line numbers 
of the corresponding passage in the text 


[3] 



I. SOURCES AND PARALLELS 


T he earliest example of still life painting 
known to us in the art of Europe is by Hans 
Memling a bunch of wild flowers in a ma)olica 
pitcher placed on a table The table is covered with 
an onental rug of geometric design, and the whole is 
seen in a strictly frontal view No accessories divert 
attention from the mam motif It is a painter's paint- 
ing, quite unique in its penod— the late fifteenth cen- 
tury— and Memhng evidently did it for himself, for 
it IS on the back of a portrait Earlier in the century 
the Van Eycks had developed a naturalism that in- 
cluded still life effects, but the still-life motifs were 
subordinated to the function of the picture, which 
was either a portrait or a religious representation 
When Memling painted liis bunch of flowers, he set 
a precedent, not only m type but also in style The 
rigidly frontal composition, the concentration on a 
purely representational problem, and the precision of 
the treatment produce an effect which can be best 
characterized by the term 'objectivism' 

Objectivism aims at the detached illustration of an 
object This spnngs from an interest in the thing itself 
Since the relation of the object to its surroundings 
tends to confuse the eye, an objectivist painter isolates 
it as much as possible The subject of a truly objccti- 
vist painting takes on the semblance of something 
absolute. 

Memling also applied the principle demonstrated 
in his flower piece in a 'Vanitas' still life, the first ex- 
ample of its kind known to us It pictures a human 
skull in a niche On the wall below the sill of the 
niche IS an inscription of the memento mon type The 
skull IS seen objectively isolated by the niche, and its 
volume IS emphasized by precise modeling 
It IS not accidental that Memlmg's still lifcs date 
from a time when the principles of the Italian Renais- 
sance were beginning to spread to the north, for a 
representation of reality presupposes a famihanty with 


perspective, and the laws of perspective were developed 
during the Renaissance 

Albrecht Durcr, who heralded the victory of the 
Renaissance in Germany, applied to close-ups of plants 
the same principle as that found earlier in Memling's 
Flowers He isolated 'foreground motifs' and thus cre- 
ated a new subject in modern Western art Although 
m the strictest sense a landscape, the close-up is so 
near the still life in spint that it is by general consent 
considered as such 

In an endeavor to depict reality as convincingly as 
possible, the Renaissance developed the peep show 
This optical toy was invented by the architect Leon 
Battista Alberti, who contributed to the development 
of perspective The peep show is a box with a magnify- 
ing lens on one side and a lighted picture on the other 
Figures and other properties arc often placed in tiers 
before the backdrop Viewed through the lens, their 
image appears m relief, enlarged and sharpened, or 
'super-reaV (fig 4) If objects in a painting are de- 
picted on a single plane or in tiers parallel to the pic- 
ture plane, and if each part is painted with extreme 
attention to detail and texture, a similar effect is 
achieved The French call this type of painting trompe 
VcBily because it 'deceives the eye ' 

I’he Dead Partridge by Jacopo dc' Barban, Durcr's 
teacher m perspective, is the earliest known example 
of trompe Veed (fig 1) It was painted in 1504 The 
partridge, together with the bolt of a crossbow and a 
pair of gauntlets, is suspended from a hook in a wall 
that extends across the picture A slip of paper, casually 
attached to the wall, bears the signature of the artist. 
Jacopo de' Barba n's painting differs from the still life 
of Memling in its studied informality— it has nothing 
to set the painted objects apart from the rest of the 
world as the niche in the painting by Memling, on 
the contrary, it makes us forget wc are looking at a 
painting. 
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The illusion is strong, but the painting does not 
actually approximate reality, for only a stereoscopic 
view gives a truly three-dimensional illusion Rather it 
gives the effect of reality intensified or heightened 
The trompe I’ml captures in painting the effect of 
the peep show 

A glance into a stereoscope shows us the world as 
we arc accustomed to see it A trompe I’ceil, how- 
ever, always produces weird effects because the painter 
has heightened the realism of his objects Further- 
more, this effect is increased because the painter is 
limited to the arrangement of objects in planes or tiers 
Only by reducing the depth of his picture space to 
the very minimum can the painter hope to ‘deceive 
the eye’ in regard to the three-dimensionality of what 
it perceives Hence the subject matter is also necessar- 
ily limited The trompe I’ceil must, even more than 
other types of painting, rely on the co-operation of 
the spectator 

An especially weird trompe Voeil can be achieved by 
the artist through combining heterogeneous objects 
Pictured in the same plane or in parallel planes, and 
represented super-realistically, they give the impression 
that a transcendental bond exists between them and 
they are charged with a mysterious significance 

The still lifes by Mcmling, Durer, and Jacopo de’ 
Barbari represent three types that did not become 
popular until much later Still lifcs appeared rarely 
during the sixteenth century, for before the Baroque 
period, interest in an art without religious, literary, or 
historical appeal was not sufficient to stimulate a siz- 
able growth of still-hfe painting 

The Baroque, in contradistinction to the linear and 
sculptural qualities of Renaissance art, pictured the 
world as an interplay of light and shadow, of tone and 
color At the end of the sixteenth century, Caravaggio, 
master of the ‘cellar light’ effects, or, as the Italians 
call it, tenebroso, developed the ‘picturesque’ still life, 
typical of the Baroque (fig 9) The ‘picturesque’ still 
life spread rapidly, and m its wake the ‘objectivist,’ 
and what is here termed the ‘illusionist’ still life devel- 
oped beyond the stage of isolated and sporadic ven- 
tures. 

Holland and Spam became the most important cen- 
ters of still-life painting during the seventeenth cen- 
tury In both countries the tenebroso manner of Cara- 
vaggio became the starting point of an evolution that 
was to produce highly dissimilar results Rembrandt 
idealized the tenebroso as a mystic language of light, 
and the Dutch ‘little masters’ subsequently mellowed 
his spiritual idiom into a convenient device for render- 
ing their prosaic subject matter more poetic Schools 
of fruit and flower painters and painters of kitchen 


still lifes flourished. The de Heems, a dynasty of still- 
life painters, the best of whom was Jan, had done the 
lion’s share in establishing the ‘canonic’ form of the 
Dutch fruit piece, a gorgeous array of luscious grapes, 
pears, and half-peeled lemons distributed on a table 
between precious glass and silverware. Draped nap- 
kins alternate with velvets and oriental rugs. Flower 
painting culminated in the work of Jan van Huysum, 
who lived until the middle of the eighteenth century. 
Van Huysum specialized in highly decorative arrange- 
ments of roses, tulips, and other garden flowers that 
form an intricate, softly glowing pattern in front of a 
dark background His contemporary Rachel Ruyeh was 
the first of a series of women painters who carried the 
Van Huysum type of flower painting far into the nine- 
teenth century The others were, in chronological or- 
der (together with one man). Margareta Haverman, 
Jan van Os, Margareta van Os, and Mana Vos of 
Oosterbeek In the hands of his followers. Van Huy- 
sum’s delicate color and draftsmanship gradually gave 
way to a cold and more conventional treatment 
The kitchen still life rarely lost its connection with 
its matrix, genre painting It became a really inde- 
pendent art form only when it was refined into the 
‘breakfast piece’ by Pieter Claesz, the two llcdas, and 
other masters of the Haarlem School of the seven- 
teenth century Whether by means of a sober and 
plain arrangement of herring, bread, and beer, in 
cheap pottery and glassware, or through the display 
of fashionable silver pitchers, golden goblets, and Chi- 
nese porcelain filled with all kinds of delicacies, the 
artist catered to a cultivated well-to-do merchant class 
Art to them became equivalent to sensuous delight 
In Spain during the first half of the seventeenth 
century, Velasquez subdued the tenebroso and raised 
realism to the level of a sublime aesthetic cxpcncncc 
His own kitchen pieces, works of his youth, included 
human figures, and thus were not true .still lifes But 
the painters of bodegones (studio pieces), who were 
influenced by him, disassociated themselves from figure 
painting completely Their still lifes are forceful and 
massive They belong to the world of the market, of 
the popular mn, of the farm 
Both in Spam and in Holland, undercurrents of illu- 
sionism made themselves felt, but in most instances 
they were blended with elements of the picturesque 
sfall life The popular motif of the memento mori 
stimulated the development of the ‘Vanifas’ still lifes, 
which, after the model of Memling, were arranged with 
a skull as their central theme 
The new vogue of illusiomsm paralleled a peculiar 
intellectual cunosity, which centered in strange and 
rare things Dunng the late Renaissance the first steps 
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were taken toward the establishment of the modern 
museum The first stage was the cuno cabinet, in 
which were included natural history, works of art, 
and all kinds of odd things that appealed to the cob 
lectors— most of whom were princes, merchants, or 
influential scholars From the late sixteenth to the 
early eighteenth century, cuno cabinets were estab- 
lished all over Europe. They supplied an answer to a 
widespread, passionate interest in the unknown, one 
barely satisfied by the natural sciences, then in their 
infancy, and one that was largely responsible for the 
upsurge of astrology, alchemy, and magic— esotenc 
doctnnes that flourished dunng the Baroque period 
All these branches of occultism agreed in attributing a 
mysterious life to dead matter Not only was an object 
considered to be what it represents to the scicnfafic 
mind, but, under favorable circumstances, it could have 
supernatural properties like those attnbuted by pnmi- 
tive man to his fetish This is the background of the 
belief in amulets, which during this period was raised 
to the level of a highly complex, pseudoscientific 
theory The so-called ‘doctrine of signatures' was like- 
wise an essential part of this system of thought— a 
doctrine according to which a natural object through 
an accidental similarity to a diseased human organ 
could become the bearer of a magic healing power 
Some of the gallery interiors of the seventeenth cen- 
tury show in the homes of famous collectors, gro- 
tesquely shaped stones and shells, stuffed exotic birds 
and fishes, horns of foreign animals and other ranties 
spread out among fine paintings, antique sculptures, 
and masterpieces of the minor arts. 

Among its varied showpieecs a well-fumishcd cuno 
cabinet also contained mechanical instruments, par- 
ticularly optical instruments, which more often than 
not were like toys I’hcy included automata and peep 
shows, or even combinations of both. Peep shows en- 
joyed a great popularity during the Baroque, for they 
epitomized illusionism, which was the common trait 
of the painters of the penod This contraption caught 
the fancy of the public because of its technological 
character— a thing had to be scientific as well as mys- 
terious m order to satisfy the contradictory taste of 
the Baroque, which, after all, developed not only the 
peep stow but also the telescope and the microscope. 

The public of the Baroque, then, must have gained 
a subtle and complex pleasure from looking at a trompe 
Vosil For even familiar objects took on a new and 
haunhng character through the heightened realism of 
their representation. The artist presented the common- 
place with an esoteric taste in a technique that en- 
dowed it with a puzzling significance It was therefore 
not accidental that one of the most ambitious trompe 


Imls of the Baroque, Georg Haintz's Kunstschrank 
of about 1680, depicted a collector's cupboard. 

The new development of the trompe Voeil had 
begun when the Dutch painter of animals, Melchior 
de Hondecoeter (1636-95), painted his Dead Cock 
(fig 2). Like the partndge of de' Barba ri, Honde- 
cocter's cock is suspended on a wall parallel to the 
picture plane, thus greatly enhancing the impression 
of being ‘real ' The material of the wall is wood, and 
the gram is executed with minute care— a favonte 
device of the trompe Voeil from this time on The 
Franco-Flcmish painter Wallcrant Vaillant employed 
this device in his Letter Rack of 1658 (fig 3) showing 
a carefully portrayed grain of a wooden wall Fastened 
to it by means of tape are a group of letters, a quill, 
and the knife for sharpening tlic quill This new type 
of picture seems to have attracted attention at once, 
for only six years later it was imitated by the Dutchman 
Edward Colver The letters, displayed with a tangible 
reality— one can read the addresses and an occasional 
line— arouse curiosity as to what they contain, merely 
because the painter has given them a commanding 
importance through his illusionistic representahon. 
The spectator is puzzled, he senses a tantalizing secret, 
for the letters, despite thcir apparent reality, refuse 
to reveal their content 

The Flemish painter Norbert Gysbrecht enlarged 
the inventory of the tTompe lanl bv introducing motifs 
from the cupboard and the hhraiy, and hv combining 
them with the motif of ‘Vamtas ' Among hca\7 vol- 
umes and all kinds of significant objects, including 
rosaries and watches, rests the ubiquitous skull imply- 
ing the futility of all the works of man At the begin- 
ning of the eighteenth century, the Frenchman Jean- 
Baptiste Oudry embroidered on the t\pcs of the 
trompe Voeil as developed bv Hondecoeter and Gys- 
brecht, and used them in tlic decoration of rooms, 
thus reviving a type of mural known to ancient 
Rome (fig 6) 

An anonymous English trompe Vml dated 1717 was 
found at Oxford It shows an odd assortment of prints 
and drawings spread on a board, evidently a develop- 
ment of the Icttcr-rack t) pe Leopold Boilly in 
France painted a trompe Vceil of similar t)pc at the 
end of the eighteenth century The history of the 
trompe Vceil in Europe was brought to a conclusion 
shortly before the turn of the century by a few fruit 
pieces in trompe Vceil technique painted by the Swiss 
master Etienne Liotard, and after 1800 the technique 
disappeared from the creative stratum of European art 
Neither Classicism nor Romanticism provided the psy- 
chological soil in which illusionism could flounsh, for 
the first idealized the visible world and the second 
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emphasized the forces of imagination Naturalism and 
Impressionism, which followed these two movements, 
also were opposed to the idea of trompe I’cetl because 
they suppressed detail m favor of pictonal unification. 
Consequently in Europe the trompe I’oeil survived only 
sporadically, in the quaint efforts of some provincial 
painters, mostly amateurs 

The development of the objcctivist still life took a 
road different from that of the trompe Vceil. At the 
beginning of the seventeenth century the Fleming 
Ambrosiiis Bosschaert picked up the thread of Gothic 
tradition that runs through the works of the Bruegel 
family Very probably he was influenced by the great 
Pieter’s son )an, the so-called Velvet Bruegel, who 
was slightly older than he Jan Bnicgcrs flower pieces, 
arranged mostly in the form of garlands, are executed 
in a miniaturehkc style recalling the flowers in the 
margins of Flemish prayer books from the beginning 
of the sixteenth century Bosschaert painted bunches 
of flowers in vases with the precision of Jan Bruegel, 
but he arranged his pictures in a stnctly symmetrical 
manner that recalls Mcmling’s objectivist flower piece 
In the work of Jacob van Hulsdonck and other fruit 
painters, the same pnnciples arc to be found, though 
a careful balance replaces the stnctly symmetneal ar- 
rangement of Bosschaert Usually a bowl of glazed 
pottery stands on a table and is covered with apples, 
prunes, and grapes Some fruits are placed in front of 
the bowl in a way that seems casual but that is in 
fact carefully designed, thus producing the impression 
of order and solemnity 

Dutch objectivism, it is true, was only an undercur- 
rent in the history of still-life painting Nevertheless 
it exerted an influence on the style of most of the 
masters of still life, including the whimsical Roeland 
Savery at the end of the sixteenth century and the 
lovable, though pedantic, Abraham Mignon in the 
second half of the seventeenth century. 

With the popularization of science m the wake of 
the Enlightenment, a hundred years after Mignon’s 
time, a new field was opened to objectivism scien- 
tific illustration Since mechanical methods of repro- 
duction had not yet been invented, the artist was 
called upon to draw and paint illustrations for the 
new scientific books. At this period the link between 
science and art was still strong enough to make it im- 
jicrativc that a scientific illustration be not less artistic 
than accurate 

At this time, of all fields of science, botany most 
fascinated the amateur scientist of the day, who was 
the more influential because he belonged to wealthy 
society Linnaeus’ scientific achievement was still com- 
paratively new, and it appeared a most urgent task to 


publish botanical encyclopedias to serve as guides 
to classification and comparative studies They were 
pnntcd in folios and illustrated with engravings, most 
of which were colored by hand In their quest for 
illustrators, the publishers favored the most objective 
among the latest generation of Dutch flower painters 

The change from Rococo to the style of Louis XVI, 
which took place in the second half of the century, 
had a sobering effect on painting in general Line 
began to supersede tone, and the flower painters who 
had kept up the tradition of Uuysum gradually trans- 
formed it, under the influence of the classical taste 
of the time, into a smooth and precise decoration. It 
IS significant that one of the outstanding Dutch flower 
painters of the time, Gerardus van Spacndonck (1746- 
1822), became a draftsman or ‘professor of iconogra- 
phy’ at the Jardin des Plantes in Pans. IIis occupation 
with the illustration of botanical works could not fail 
to influence his style as a painter, and such was the 
case with many other artists similarly engaged It can 
even be taken for granted that botanical works as 
such affected the taste of both public and artist In 
brief, the fmit and flower pieces that dominated still- 
hfe production around 1800 had a twofold develop- 
ment They aimed at botanical correctness as well as 
the decorative effect necessary to match the neo-classi- 
cal interiors of the period This school, which I shall 
call ‘botanic-decorativc’ spread all over Europe Spaen- 
donck’s brother Cornelius (1756-1840), a designer for 
the porcelain factory at Sevres, was instrumental in 
popularizing the style (fig 11), for the products of 
Sevres were considered models in the world of taste 
But of course the new manner was also practiced by 
artists outside France In England George Lance (1802- 
64), in Vienna Sebastian Wegmeyer, Franz Xaver 
Better (1791-1866), Andreas Lach, and Anton Hartin- 
ger (1806-90) kept the botanic-decorative style alive 
in painting from the end of the eighteenth until late 
in the nineteenth century (fig 12) The still lifes of 
this group are easily recognizable by their glassy tex- 
ture, their hard colors, and their sharp outlines, as 
well as by their stiff composition— qualities that ought 
to be judged by the standards of the sober-minded 
society of their time 

Objectivism in Spam was raised to the level of the 
leading artistic stratum in Zurbaran’s still lifes He 
painted only a few, but his style lived on in a group 
of bodegone painters. Zurbarin imbued the objective 
still life with a dignity derived from his religious atti- 
tude toward life There is no greater contrast of style 
possible than that between a Dutch breakfast piece, 
which creates sensuous delight, and the Zurbaran still 
life hanging in the City Art Museum of St Louis 
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(fig. 8). On a table parallel to the picture plane in 
the exact center of the painting is a basket of oranges 
and orange blossoms It is flanked by a pewter plate 
with lemons and a cup and saucer, on which is an- 
other blossom Every ob)Cct is carefully outlined and 
strongly modeled Each is a world of its own. This is 
no meal— it is, rather, an offering 

Among the still hfes by Zurbaran’s followers the re- 
ligious flavor IS less marked However, the symmetry 
and clarity of their compositions, as well as the linear 
and sculptural qualities, survive Sometimes the Span- 
ish bodegone recalls old-fashioned window displays 

The bodegone reached Mexico dunng the colonial 
penod Antonio Perez de Aguilar painted one there m 
1786— testifying to the fact that objectivism in still-life 
painting survived in Mexico after it had disappeared 
in the mother country This painting depicts with great 
simplicity and intensity the shelves of a pantry in a 
frontal view 

During the nineteenth century this style was rejected 
by the academic painters of Mexico and it found a 
refuge in the folk art. There are anonymous still lifes 
from the beginning to the middle of the century, 
which in all their naivete have preserved a good deal 
of the dignity and order of ancient Spanish objectivism 
under a thin veil of contemporary taste (fig 7). 

Finally a few words about the fate of the ‘close-up’ 
type of still life Durer’s ‘foreground details’ were imi- 
tated after his death, and these paintings remained 
popular collector’s items all during the Baroque 
Whether or not inspired by Durer, the Dutchman 
Otto Marsaeus van Schrieck specialized in close-ups of 
underbrush, animated with reptiles and insects (fig 5) 
This type of picture, which assumed an uncanny char- 
acter in the hands of Marsaeus, was kept alive by his 
pupil, Mattheus Withoos, whose daughter and fol- 
lower earned on the tradition into the eighteenth cen- 
tury The English genre painter Alfred William Hunt 
did water-color close-ups of clumps of grass and birds’ 
nests in the middle of the nineteenth century, but his 
minute, flawless technique is not without the senti- 
mental approach reflecting the popular taste of the 
time 

The bulk of still-hfe production in Europe after the 
Baroque was of the picturesque type This is true of 
the highly decorative hunting still hfes of the Rubens 
school, which like the Dutch flower paintings con- 
tinued 111 a weakened form far into the eighteenth 
century 


In France, Chardin made a new start in the middle 
of the eighteenth century, reinterpreting the Dutch 
breakfast piece in terms of a new color scale He mas- 
tered the richer palette of the Rococo style (fig 10), 
adding his own observations to it, which led him close 
to the later discoveries of the Impressionists A century 
later, Gustave Courbet resumed the naturalistic trend 
of Chardin, m his less-known fruit and flower pieces 
In contradistinction to Chardin, Courbet retained the 
brown tonality of the Dutch masters His still-hfe style 
inspired Carl Schuch (1846-1903), a Viennese mem- 
ber of the group gathered around Wilhelm Leibl m 
Munich (fig 13) Not until Edouard Manet developed 
the technique of impressionism was Courbet’s warm 
color scale replaced by that of bright daylight Manet’s 
still hfes of fruit and flowers with their patches of vivid 
color are the beginnings of a development that cul- 
minated in Renoir's flower pieces, the pure colors of 
which recall the hues of the rainbow 
C6zanne heralded a new era of the still life where 
color and form became the predominant values rather 
than light and texture At the same time Van Gogh 
forced the still life to respond to his violent emotions 
From the style of Cezanne and Van Gogh the post- 
impressionists developed their highly differentiated 
tendencies, which covered the range from pure ab- 
straction to a mere distortion of reality As early as the 
First World War, countercurrents to these movements 
began to evolve The artists who led these movements 
called their groups Valon Plastici in Italy, Neue Sach- 
lichkett m Germany, and Surredisme in France Cor- 
responding to their national backgrounds, the move- 
ment in Italy assumed a classical, in Gennany a ro- 
mantic, and 111 France a symbolic character 
All had in common a new emphasis on objects Tlie 
artist contemplated an isolated object until he per- 
ceived its very essence, and then, if possible, without 
copying from life, he projected it on the canvas as a 
self-contained creation Dunng the process of mental 
penetration, however, the object lost the familiar char- 
acter of its part in daily life It became charged with 
deeper meaning, with associations and implications, 
with symbolism and individuality These overtones 
gave the work of art the quality that Franz Roh hap- 
pily termed ‘magic ’ At one time the painter of the 
trompe Veed had gained an uncanny effect from his 
jsccuhar illusionist technique By similar devices in our 
time the ‘Magic Realist’ conjures up the impression 
that his dead objects arc endowed with an enigmatic 
life of their own 
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II. IN QUEST OF THE OBJECT 


T IHE philosophy that determined the in- 
tellectual attitude of the founders of the 
American republic was that of the French 
Enlightenment Rationalism, marked by a lively in- 
terest in science, prevailed in the early years of the 
nation A strikingly clear expression of this is found m 
the intellectual and artistic activities of Thomas Jef- 
ferson, whose interest in Greek and Roman architec- 
ture went hand in hand with his interest in technology, 
for the art of classical antiquity was considered at this 
time ihe rational art 

In painting, Charles Willson Peak represented a 
similar attitude Born in Chestertown, Maryland, in 
1741, he established himself in Philadelphia in 1776, 
where he died in 1827 Besides his artistic accomplish- 
ment he was also a natural histonan and an illustrator 
of zoological books Gerardus van Spaendonck, his 
French contemporary, developed what 1 have called 
the botanic-decorative style in painting while he was 
employed as a draftsman at the Jardin des Plantes m 
Pans It IS reasonable to assume that Peak’s art was in- 
fluenced by his work as a scientific illustrator, as was 
that of Spaendonck However, Spaendonck was a still- 
hfe painter by profession, and Peak a portrait painter 
Consequently, Peak did not develop the decorative 
qualities that distinguish Spaendonck and his school 
Interest 111 natural liistory led him to methods of sci- 
entific leprcscntalion outside the realm of painting 
He established a museum, a sort of connecting link 
between the old curio cabinet, the art museum, and the 
natural history museum In addition to a portrait gal- 
IciyQ Peak’s museum housed collections of objects both 
pertaining to natural history and of general interest 
It IS less known, however, that Peak created the first 
‘habitat groups’ for Ins museum, and thus anticipated 
a display technique of today’s natural history museums. 
A ‘habitat group’ is a group of stuffed animals set up 
m an artificial landscape that imitates their natural 


home For his stuffed specimens Peak painted land- 
scape backgrounds that produced the illusion of reality. 

It IS significant that Charles Willson Peak prac- 
ticed illusionism in his masterpiece, the so-called Stair- 
case Group in the Philadelphia museum, this painting 
of his two eldest sons ascending a circular stairway 
achieves a deceptive degree of reality It was originally 
framed in the woodwork of a doorway, with a carpeted 
step projecting below Legend has it that he displayed 
it m the dimly lighted stairway of Ins house at the 
time of a visit from George Washington The practical 
joke came off well, and, as the legend goes, the general 
waved a greeting to the two young Peaks in the paint- 
ing as he entered Whether this story is true or not. 
Peak’s zest for accuracy led him close to the trompe 
Iml 

The Amcncan Revolution did not separate America 
from Europe culturally American art still shared the 
unbroken Western tradition Close intellectual ties 
connected the young republic especially with France, 
and as might be expected, this relationship was re- 
sponsible for the development of similar patterns of 
art in the two countries Accordingly, the botanic- 
decorative school of still life appeared in the New 
World as well as the Old But in Amcnca, as in Eu- 
rope, the development of still-hfc painting was con- 
tingent in its direction upon sufficient interest in in- 
dependent artistic efforts Without such interests there 
would have been inadequate incentive for the produc- 
tion of an art form such as still life, which appeals 
neither to human relations, as docs the portrait, nor 
to other nonartistic qualities found in the subject 
matter 

In America this interest, and in turn the patronage 
necessary to it, did not evolve until the beginning of 
the nineteenth century, except in the case of John 
Singleton Copley {1737-1815) who introduced acces- 
sories in Ins portraits in a way that played up still-hfe 


motifs. A striking example is the bowl filled with apples 
from which the stout Mrs. Ezekiel Goldthwait, in her 
portrait at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, judi- 
ciously selects a luscious specimen. In fact the catalogue 
of an art exhibition held in Philadelphia as early as 
1795 lists a number of still lifcs by Copley and by other 
painters now forgotten But none has been preserved, 
and even so, a few sporadic flower or kitchen pieces 
would only mean that European still lifes were known 
and occasionally imitated Dutch settlers brought their 
paintings to America at an early date, presumably in 
the middle of the seventeenth century. Most of them, 
however, were discarded, for they were thought to be 
old-fashioned Not until the end of the eighteenth cen- 
tury did a few eastern collections take shape, recovenng 
the old works from the dust It has been suggested that 
the origin of American still-hfe painting is found m 
these Dutch paintings, but a casual acquaintance with 
the art of the past is not enough to produce a new crea- 
tive evolution Furthermore, American painters in the 
early days were scarcely given to imitating the Old 
Masters They strove rather to be up-to-date 

It was not a matter of chance that the history of 
American still-life painting began m the family circle 
of Charles Willson Peale, for here the conditions were 
most favorable Peale often remarked that he was partly 
of French ancestry He liked to speak French, and, like 
Beniamin Franklin, considered France his second coun- 
try, at least intellectually During visits to London he 
assimilated enough of the creative tradition of Europe 
to impart to his pupils a solid foundation, on the other 
hand, he had developed sufficient independence to 
overcome in his own teachings the limitations of his 
teacher, Benjamin West West had become an ortho- 
dox European Classicist, he would not have shown 
much interest in the habitat groups of the strange 
museum organized by his pupil at Philadelphia But 
the new ideas represented in the museum at Philadel- 
phia were instrumental in stimulating what was eventu- 
ally to develop into a real American style of painting 
New ideas were assimilated and developed in the in- 
tellectual atmosphere created by Charles Willson Peale 
Since the interests of father Peale included natural 
science, and since the current taste m America, no less 
than m Europe, was dominated by classicism, a basis 
was created for the growth of an objectivist art, espe- 
cially since Peale’s painting was distinguished by exact 
observation 

Born before the middle of the century, Charles Will- 
son Peale arrived on the scene too early for the painting 
of more than a few still lifes as independent pictures, 
and these evidently were no more than studies of fruit 
He was, however, practically the first American artist 


to include fully developed still-Iife motifs in his figure 
paintings A good example is found in the group por- 
trait of his family, begun in 1775 and completed in 
i8og, m which a carefully painted bowl of fruit is 
placed conspicuously on the table (fig. 14). It is a 
sound and forceful piece of painting, the volumes and 
the textures of the fruits are rendered convincingly 

Charles Willson Peak’s younger brother James was, 
significantly, his pupil James Peale was born m 1749 
Still resilient enough m his sixties to grasp new ideas, 
he kept on painting up to his death m 1831 Although 
no dated still life by him antedates the eighteen- 
twenties, family letters of the Peaks suggest that he 
began to paint others much earlier, perhaps about 1810 
The development of his st}k cannot be analyzed with 
certainty until a dated still life of his early period is 
discovered Yet it is reasonable to assume that those of 
his works painted m a broader and freer manner are 
of a later period than those done in a more detailed 
and timid style If my conclusion m regard to the 
chronology of James’s paintings is correct, his Fruits of 
Autumn (fig 15) is one of his earlier works, for its 
style IS wooden and strained as compared with the 
fluid and easy treatment of the dated works of his 
latest period 

James Peak’s still lifes can be divided into two types: 
one shows vegetables or fruits piled on a table, illus- 
trated here by a picture dated 1827, from the Penn- 
sylvania Academy of Fine Arts (fig 17), the other type, 
represented here by the Fruits of Autumn, has a bowl 
or a basket of fruit as its mam motif The receptacle 
is filled to overflowing with grapes, apples, and pears, 
and some of the fruits arc placed on the table top The 
edge of the table is parallel to the pieture plane An 
example dated 1825 is in the Worcester Art Museum 
(fig 16) A bare wall forms the background of all these 
pictures A subtle shading from light to dark, as 
John I H Baur points out, recalls the naturalistic light- 
ing in Dutch interiors, but as employed by Van Huls- 
donck and other Dutch still-lifc masters of the seven- 
teenth century', and especially as employed by James 
Peak, it IS a purely arbitrary convention Memhng’s 
flower piece established the pattern for this distribu- 
tion of light and shadow as early as m the fifteenth 
century Peak’s demarcation between light and shade 
IS invanably diagonal and more often than not it 
clashes with the direction of the light in the fore- 
ground It serves to set off the bright and the dark 
sides of the still life to the best advantage, even though 
nature rarely produces such an effect 

I’his conventionalized chiaroscuro treatment of the 
background survived m the Dutch School in the works 



of the Van Spaendoncks (fig. ii); and it is found in 
the still lifes of the Viennese painter Franz Xaver 
Fetter and other works of the botanic-decorative school 
(fig 12) Thus It is not necessary to assume that James 
Pealc had to go back to the old Dutch originals to learn 
the device The use of botanic-dccorative still hfes in 
the decoration of porcelain vessels may have been in- 
strumental in making this style familiar to American 
artists, especially since English factories produced such 
ware 

Of the sons of Charles Willson Peale, Raphaelle, 
Rembrandt, and Rubens were predestined by their first 
names to become artists Raphaelle, the eldest, must 
have been very close to his uncle James Bora in 1774, 
he was twenty-five years younger than James We have 
to imagine that their relationship was first that of pupil 
and teacher, and that it only gradually changed into 
that of colleagues, who worked together and influenced 
each other This conclusion is based on a companson 
of their works According to available records, which 
are meager enough, Raphaelle was trained by his father, 
but there can be no doubt that his uncle also con- 
tributed to his artistic education The talents of both 
James and Raphaelle, it should be noted, led them in 
the same direction— the more so since their talents lay 
in miniature and still-life painting. 

Raphaelle seems to have suffered much during his 
comparatively short life and he died in 1825, in his fifty- 
first year Neither his portrait miniatures nor his still 
lifes gained him a livelihood. He was married and had 
children, but his father’s letters reveal that poverty 
spoiled his family life Gout affected his hands, and 
he spent his declining years in a tragic struggle against 
his growing incapacity, a fate recalling that of Renoir. 
The gout, it IS said, caused him to abandon miniature 
painting in favor of still life, but some other cause 
must have been responsible for his change, for some 
of his mature still lifes display the same minute tech- 
nique evidenced in the still hfes of his uncle James, 
the miniature painter In fact, an untrained eye can 
scarcely distinguish between them John I H Baur has 
compared the Fruits of Autumn (fig 15) by James 
Peale, which belongs to the Whitney Museum of 
Amcncan Art, with Raphaellc’s similar Still Life with 
Peaches, in the Brooklyn Museum (fig 21) The two 
works invite comparison, since the china bowls con- 
taining the fruits seem to belong to the same set, and 
the same pattern of composition is to be found in both 
pictures A detailed study reveals indu’idual differ- 
ences only if seen in magnified photographs, and these 
differences indicate that Raphaelle had a finer hand 
than James To quote Baur. 


His grapes are more solidly modelled, the highlights 
are worked m, and there is a gradual transition from 
light to shadow. The grapes of James’s picture are more 
dnly and at the same time more boldly handled. The 
contours are sharper, there is less range of tone and 
the highlights are cnsply brushed, standing out as dis- 
tinctly separate touches of white 

Dr. Baur concluded from this that Raphaelle used 
the same studio properties as his uncle, and everything 
speaks for the assumption that he took up still hfes 
under the influence of James— an influence that agreed 
with his own disposition Raphaelle's illness certainly 
did not determine his choice of subject matter, but 
whether it impelled him to change his style is another 
question Even if it did, the effect was not necessarily 
altogether destructive It is well known, for example, 
that the development of Van Gogh, Aubrey Beardsley, 
and other artists reached its peak dunng a penod of 
physical decay. Illness heightened the sensitivity of 
these artists If the artist’s disability docs not prevent 
him from producing art, but only limits the range of 
his means of expression, this limitation may become a 
constructive element in so far as it forces the artist to 
be more direct, more concise, and more economical in 
his style 

Although we know that Raphaelle was given to 
drinking, only on the basis of exact information, which 
has not yet been forthcoming, can it be determined 
whether this habit contributed directly to his early 
death 

Raphaelle Pcale’s work is unassuming and small 
Scarcely more than a few dozen little pictures are scat- 
tered through museums and private collections Further 
investigation might find more, but it is doubtful that 
such a search would produce more impressive works 
These modest paintings contain more strength than 
most of the more famous works of his contemporaries 
What is it, then, that has led Raphaelle Peale’s work 
into the limelight of the history of American art? 

His first attempts at still-life painting were distin- 
guished by an unusual intensity of observation and a 
deliberate concentration on the essential Tlie His- 
torical Society of Pennsylvania has a still life of herring, 
and the Pennsylvania Academy of Art has two still 
hfes with fruit dated 1815 One of the latter shows 
apples, the other peaches, combined with grapes in a 
simple dish on a bare table seen in a strict frontal view 
a stnkingly objcctivist arrangement (fig 19) We shall 
be close to the truth if we date the beginnings of 
Raphaelle’s work as a still-hfe painter in the penod 
immediately preceding the year of these paintings. 
There is a still life, signed and dated October 1818, 
which shows a simple dish with a lemon, a grape, and 
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wine leaves on a plain table. The background is a bare 
wall. The light comes from the left, but the left part of 
the background is dark— the conventional treatment of 
the chiaroscuro he had in common with his uncle 
James However, the lemon and the grapes lack the 
solidity that distinguishes the fraits m James’s paint- 
ings. The younger painter evidently was expenmenting, 
for in the same year, 1818, he painted a still life far 
more advanced in technique- a medley containing 
raisins, bernes, a sliced lemon, and biscuits grouped 
around a wine glass on an earthenware plate (fig 20). 
The whole is placed on the inevitable bare table in 
front of a bare wall with the familiar arrangement of 
chiaroscuro The work is much freer and broader, it 
has an arresting strength in the contrasts between light 
and darkness, but its style is still far from being fluid 
and sure It is not even indicative of a hand used to 
miniature painting Evidently Raphaelle was still feel- 
ing his way in this new branch of art 

The next few years seem to have been devoted to a 
development, the goal of which was to equal James 
His illness must already have been acute, for it inter- 
rupted his work We learn this from a letter of his 
father’s dated 22 July 1821, in which he acknowledges 
the news of his son’s temporary recovery The still life 
with peaches that Mr Baur used for a comparison with 
James’s works was painted in the fall of the same year 

(fig 21) 

This painting shows the artist in full command of his 
medium It is the perfect achievement of an objectivist 
pur sang The decoration of the porcelain bowl, the 
skin of the peaches, the design of the leaves— everything 
IS rendered with the utmost clarity and with a delight 
in recording the sphencal shape of the peaches and 
the stnet oval formed by the foreshortened nm of the 
porcelain bowl It goes without saying that the table 
IS seen directly from the front The element of the 
picturesque is reduced to a minimum 

I assume that 1820 is the approximate date of the 
masterly still lifes of Raphaelle that show similar 
motifs, or of the variations m which a basket takes the 
place of the porcelain bowl The year 1822, a letter 
from his father tells us, was a year of concentrated 
still-hfe production and even of slight financial success 
The letters of the next year, however, reveal the father’s 
increasing anxiety about the failing health and the 
desperate economic situation of his son No further in- 
formation has been forthcoming about the final years 
of the artist’s life, but we can presume that his physical 
condition and financial misery gradually reduced his 
artistic production to a minimum 

In the first of his last three years, however, Raphaelle 
created his most important works On 1 January 1822, 


four months after the still life with peaches, Raphaelle 
signed a Still Life with Cake, now in the Brooklyn 
Museum, which deviates from the James Peale type, 
and seems almost to pick up the thread of Raphaelle’s 
expenmental years. A plate, scarcely visible, bears an 
apple, while raisins and leaves are spread over the nm. 
A piece of cake leans against the plate. The bnght 
apple and the equally bright sugar coating of the cake 
form a strong contrast with the very dark background, 
which is dimly lighted with the barest suggestion of 
chiaroscuro at the nght-hand corner. A cluster of dark 
raisins seems to creep into the foreground ITie general 
impression is gloomy The same year, 1822, produced 
the magnificent Still Life with Watermelon now m 
the Springfield Museum of Fine Arts, m which the 
painter gradually overcame his remaining picturesque 
traits (fig 22) The bare, spherical body of the water- 
melon dominates the scene It rests on a plate, which 
is seen in a sharply foreshortened view, with a gro- 
tesquely shaped slice of the melon lying alongside 
The slice resembles the texture of a rock The im- 
pression IS that of bareness, of desolation, and by em- 
ploying geometrical forms, the painter imparts a monu- 
mental character to a commonplace motif Raphaelle’s 
objectivism becomes almost a spiritual language. A 
strangely exaggerated precision in his late works ap- 
proximates the illusionism of the trompe Vml, and the 
choice and the arrangement of objects become more 
and more curious 

In the same year Raphaelle painted the Still Life 
with Wild Strawbenm (fig 23) A glass container is 
filled with neatly piled little bernes The foot of the 
glass container is hidden by a porcelain bowl contain- 
ing hazel nuts and almonds, and a small bright apple, 
smooth as a billiard ball, tops it tnumphantly A dark 
branch of raisins slides sadly down to the bare table A 
little farther back towards the dark background are a 
grotesque creamer and a squatty sugar bowl elevated 
by a pedestal of three superimposed saucers All these 
heterogeneous household objects and fruits are sharply 
outlined and separately focused They form an elo- 
quent company whose silent conversation cries for a 
Hans Chnstian Andersen to put into words what might 
be a pathetic story of pride and prejudice 

1 am inclined to date the charming Still Life, Liqueur 
and Fruit, which bears an illegible date, in the same 
year (fig 24) It is closely related to the Still Life with 
Wild Strawberries, both in its composition and in de- 
tails such as the treatment of glass and the bowl of 
fruit. 

The Still Life with Vegetables, an unsigned and un- 
dated work now in the Wadsworth Atheneum, shows 
a dnnking glass, half filled with water, containing the 
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bare fonns of onions and carrots (fig 25) A more 
simplified still life, Melons, was painted perhaps a year 
later (fig 26) Tlicy stick out from the water, their 
lower parts appear distorted by the refraction of the 
light. A grape without leaves is balanced on the rim 
of the glass An apple and an oddly shaped tomato 
are on the table The table, at vanance with the 
usual style, is foreshortened The chiaroseuro of the 
background is transformed into a severe division be- 
tween light and shadow, and the configuration of 
this pattern in relation to the table produces an angu- 
lar effect that is decidedly cubistic RaphaeUe’s style 
has changed completely There is no subtle rendering 
of textures The picture looks almost pnmitive Is it 
the result of Raphaelle’s disability? Yes, in the sense in 
which a limitation is accepted as a challenge For in 
this painting Raphaelle has fully developed a personal 
style that transcends the ob)ectivism from which he set 
out, and that manifests a new power of abstraction 
The utter simplification of the style suggests a very 
late date, probably the last two years of his life 

There is a unique painting by Raphaelle Peale that 
approaches still life in form the painting After the 
Bath, signed and dated 1825 (fig 28) A towel is spread 
over almost the whole picture area, and in a careful 
examination we find the arm and feet of a nude girl 
in the background It is a staking and unconventional 
composition in which a decidedly banal subject is 
turned into a haunting, mysterious image Symbolism? 
One feels a hidden meaning, a meaning that scarcely 
was intended or consciously expressed A mere hint, a 
vague allusion lies in the fact that the view is ob- 
structed by an object as ordinary as a bath towel Its 
commonplace details, its folds and wrinkles, demand 
all our attention Behind it extends a vast darkness 
The towel maliciously forces itself between the painter 
and his model 

Raphaelle came as close to the trompe I’ml in this, 
his masterpiece, as his father once did in the Staircase 
Group, though from a different premise The towel is 
seen in a stnctly frontal view— an arrangement, as wc 
have noted, favored by the trompe I’oeil painters This 
fact IS significant, for it suggests that Raphaelle clung 
to the towel because it, and not the girl, was tangible 
reality to him, who lived on borrowed time Thus he 
vested the towel with all the charm of his exquisite 
craftsmanship it is a masterly still life in itself 

Shortly before his death in 1825, Raphaelle ’s work 
began to influence the family circle, though dunng his 
later years he himself seems to have been the object 
of pity rather than of admiration His uncle James 
outlived him by six years, and the still hfes of his very 
old age definitely show the impact of Raphaelle's work 


Baur justly points out that the StiU Life, Fruit by 
James Peale in the Worcester Art Museum, dated 1825, 
shows the growing influence of the nephew on the 
uncle (fig 16). It shows ‘a nch chiaroscuro, a subdued 
color and relatively simple composition in contrast to 
his more characteristic high key and rather elaborately 
baroque arrangement.' 

An important still life of James’s, Watermelon and 
Grapes (fig i8), now at the Wadsworth Atheneum, 
shows a partly sliced watermelon on a large earthen- 
ware bowl, a dark and a light grape complement the 
large bulk of the melon James Peale here emphasized 
the geometric elements of the melon in the manner 
of Raphaelle the ovals of the foreshortened slices are 
outlined with deliberate exactitude The knife that 
did the slicing still sticks in the pulp of the gigantic 
fmit, pitiless, sharp, mechanical With their cleanly 
outlined cireles, the little balls of the grapes form an 
appropriate accompaniment The huge dark body of 
the melon is contrasted dramatically with the dim light 
on the bnghter side of the plain background 

Although stronger and more severe in atmospheric 
treatment of light and texture than Still Life, Fruit (fig 
17), which bears the date 1827, Watermelon and 
Grapes IS sufficiently related to it to lend support to 
the fairly old but not necessarily authentic mscnption 
‘1824’ found on the latter 

In the Boston Museum of Fine Arts a remarkable 
picture attnbuted to James Peale on the basis of verbal 
tradition shows a large bowl of fruit on a table covered 
with a white cloth (fig 30) It introduces a principle 
unheard of at the time of James Peale the objects are 
seen from above so that the honzon is high up in the 
picture By means of this device, which Europe learned 
from the Japanese, and that not until the period of 
the impressionists, the foreshortening of perspective 
is reduced, so that the elements of the picture are dis- 
tributed in the form of a surface pattern 

Not only the revolutionary arrangement of the pic- 
ture but also its soft tonality strikes us as something 
unfamiliar in James Peale’s work— not to speak of the 
tablecloth and a blue napkin motif that appears no- 
where else in James’s paintings Hence we cannot 
Ignore the possibility that this might be the work of a 
hitherto unknown artist who further developed James 
Peale’s style, possibly a pupil 

Another unsigned still life that recently came to 
light, shows some points of similanty with the Bowl of 
Fruit A wicker basket with grapes and peaches forms 
its main motif (fig. 31). To the right is a glass half 
filled with water A silver spoon is in front of the 
basket, and a few coins— apparently French— are m 
front of the glass. The objects are on a plain, brown 
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table, and stand out from a black background in a 
sharp light— almost Caravaggio-like Both form and 
texture have been executed with a keen eye. The firm- 
ness of the modeling, the boldness of the composition, 
and the chiaroscuro are general characteristics that the 
Wicker Basket has in common with the Bowl of Fruit. 
There is one detail in particular distinguishing them 
from the rest of the still hfes that were identified with 
James and Raphaclle Peale the illustration of table 
silver and its pictonal treatment The silver spoon in 
the Wicker Basket corresponds to the silver knife in 
the Bowl of Fruit. In both cases the reflection of the 
metal is studied as a pictorial problem in a way con- 
siderably ahead of the stage of evolution reached by 
the Peaks in their known works A closer observation 
reveals that the painters of the two pictures— if they 
were not the same person— emphasized the effect of 
reflected light throughout their composition, as illus- 
trated by the lightened shadow on the right side of 
the porcelain bowl in the one, and by the touch of 
light on the nght side of the basket over the spoon in 
the other 

Raphaelle’s younger brother Rubens, bom m 1784, 
did not en)oy anything like the attention received by 
Raphaclle Although he lived to the age of eighty-one, 
little IS known about his life, except that he followed 
his father m organizing museums He seems to have 
taken up painting late, after he resigned from the 
museum m New York, about 1837, and moved to Potts- 
town, Pennsylvania His daughter Mary fane, who was 
a competent painter, might have stimulated him to 
try his hand at painting Rubens was not an artist of 
great technical skill— perhaps it was for this reason that 
he was not taken very seriously by his contemporaries 
Many of Ins paintings are close imitations of the works 
of James and Raphaellc, but they are greatly simplified, 
and indicate that he did not understand the details of 
perspective I’licre is, however, a quaint charm in his 
work, a disarming ingenuity suggesting a fine and sensi- 
tive pcrsonalit}' And indeed, when he freed himself 
from the models of his brother and Ins uncle and set 
out to paint an arrangement of his own, he achieved 
startling results It is true, though, that the Douamer 
Rousseau had to create his naive masterpieces before 
his humble predecessor, Rubens Peale, could be appre- 
ciated It IS interesting to note that both he and the 
great Frenchman did not undertake painting until 
late in life 

The name of Henn Rousseau is called to mind by a 
work of Rubens Peak’s which m sub)ect matter is not 
a still life m the strict sense Two Grouse in Under- 
brush of Laurel (fig. 33) It was painted, according to 
an inscription on the back of the canvas, in 1864 On 


the background of a highly convenbonahzed pattern 
of foliage the two birds are perched stiffly. Their plum- 
age IS definitely stylized, and their appearance is 
strangely lifeless, as if they were stuffed birds It is not 
improbable that Rubens Peak was inspired by one of 
the habitat groups of his father, the result was a pic- 
ture that approximates a still life rather than a land- 
scape with living animals It will be recalled that the 
Douamer Rousseau created similar close-ups of imagina- 
tive )ungks with tovlike birds 

There is a Flower Piece bv Rubens Peale that bears 
the date 1856 (fig 32), and that shows a marked sim- 
ilanty to the style of 7 wo Grouse m Underbrush of 
Laurel. The Flower Piece shows a porcelain bowl with 
open work resembling the bowls used by James and 
Raphaclle Peale A circular cartouche in the center of 
the bowl shows the inscription ‘RF to CWP’ and the 
year The initials 'CWP’ designate Rubens’s son, 
Charles Willson Peale, for whom the picture was 
painted On the back of the painting are the words 
‘Rubens Peak from Nature m the Garden, 1856,’ writ- 
ten m what IS believed to be the artist’s own handwrit- 
ing The garden flowers in variegated anay are treated 
in a decorative manner, though they were avowedly 
painted from nature 'I’liev form a pattern, almost sym- 
metrically filling the space of the painting with scarlet 
cactus flowers, yellow and orange gaillardia with brown 
centers, and blue and crimson blossoms of vanous 
species Pink, yellow, and red roses contrast with the 
white of a calla lily Tire evidence of his Flower Piece 
indicates that Rubens Peak was genuinely naive in his 
attitude toward nature, but that he was not without 
some training 

A third painting deserves to be considered a part of 
the same group of Rubens’s works, since it is relatively 
independent of the models of James and Raphaclle 
It IS a ‘table piece’ known under the name of The 
American Dessert (fig 34) It is signed, but not dated 
A decanter with glasses on a round tray, a sugar-coated 
cake on a white plate with a crocheted cover, a porce- 
lain basket (‘second Rococo’) filled with raisins, an- 
other with hazel nuts, a group of walnuts, a giant nut- 
cracker and some half-cracked nuts, some of which arc 
set on a small plate with a nut-pick— all arc assembled 
to form a complex composition in front of a bare 
background The direction of the light is the same 
m the foreground as in the background— proof that 
Rubens, in all his naivete, has overcome the last tradi- 
tional formula, which Raphaclle had not abandoned 
There is something very touching, very gentle, very en- 
gaging m the picture It appears almost artless m com- 
panson with Raphaelk’s style. 
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James’s daughter Sarah Minam (18001885) earned 
on the family tradition, painting watermelons with the 
courageous bareness introduced by Raphaelle, but 
without the strange overtones that made Raphaelle’s 
realism ‘magic ’ Her realism, rather, was a parlor real- 
ism She composed a still life (fig 29) in an oval frame 
as if it were a family portrait— and who knows? perhaps, 
in a symbolic sense, it was She probably did not know 
that Chardin had done the same in his period, which 
had inherited the use of oval picture frames from the 
Baroque (fig 10) 

There were more painters in the family, Anna Clay- 
pole Peale (1791-1878) and Margaretta Angelica Pcale 
(1795-1882), James’s daughters, whose works are very 
similar to those of Sarah, but somewhat more uncertain 
(fig 36). Rubens Peale too had a daughter who 
painted Mary Jane Pcale (1826-1902) (fig 38) And 
finally there were James G Peale (1823-91) and Wash- 
ington V Peale (1825-68), James’s grandsons, who 
painted only as a hobby but nevertheless with good 
taste and a pleasant, if only small, talent Their studies 
of birds and plants represent the family tradition in its 
last diluted stage 

Even the initial stage in the development of the 
‘Peale style,’ roughly 1815 to 1820, prompted con- 
temporary imitation In Philadelphia, Robert Street, 
who was a half-pnmitivc and half-professional portrait 
painter, produced a still life in 181 8* Fruit in Basket 
(fig 27) The composition is somewhat anemic but 
the honesty of the little work makes it attractive 


The great virtue of the American primitive artist is 
honesty, which he inherited from the Amencan crafts- 
man— if, indeed, he was not a craftsman himself. There 
was no sharp line between the strata of artists Nu- 
merous painters developed from sign painting, as often 
happened, incidentally, in ancient Holland. In 1821 or 
even earlier one of the successful sign painters of Phila- 
delphia, J A Woodside, was painting still hfes m the 
style of the Peaks They show fruits grouped in and 
around a basket The style is heavy and betrays Wood- 
side’s decorative training, but the firmness, the solidity, 
and the consistent treatment of the form are convinc- 
ing enough to make up for the stiffness His son Abra- 
ham (1819-53) painted still lifcs in the style of his 
father (fig 35) The Woodsidcs form the connecting 
link between the avant-garde school of the Peaks and 
the American primitives. 

This link between the Peak tradition and primi- 
tive art turned out to be of an astonishing longevity, 
surviving as late as the early twentieth century George 
Cope (1855-1929), a semi-pnmitive painter in Chester 
County, near Philadelphia, created still hfes that in 
their fastidious style outdo the sharply focused forms 
of Raphaelle Peak, of whose work they are vaguely 
reminiscent (fig 37) Ills irregular perspective and 
the isolated effect of the elements of his composition 
distinguish him from the more academic artists of his 
period A work like his Still Life of 1913, with a water- 
melon, a cantaloupe, apples, grapes, and a pear, is ob- 
jectivist in an ingenuous way. 



III. PRIMITIVES AND AMATEURS 


I T HAS been noted that numerous early American 
artists of high professional standing began their 
careers as humble sign painters This could not 
have been otherwise in a new country with a predom- 
inantly agricultural population The craftsman supplied 
the needs of the community, and what was called the 
‘fine arts' was a luxury patronized only by wealthy 
planters m the South and merchants in eastern cities 
Outside of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, 
scarceJy an opportunity was given for the study of 
art, and even in these three centers, the facilities were 
far from satisfactory It was this almost medieval situa- 
tion that produced the phenomenon of the American 
primitive This term was well chosen to designate the 
works of untrained artists whose background was that 
of the craftsman, for the background of the medieval 
pnmitive was similar The crafts belong to a stratum 
of civilization that up to the industrial revolution was 
essentially static The very oldest techniques of the 
world lived on in the work of the carpenter, the black- 
smith, the stonemason, and along with the techniques, 
a stock of basic decorative motifs was bequeathed 
from one generation to another. An American sign 
painter or woodcarver learned his trade in a way quite 
similar to that of the artisans in ancient Europe, and 
this way included the basic principles of design The 
result is an art that scorns perspective and correct 
draftsmanship, but is distinguished by directness of 
expression and soundness of stnicture 
When a painter succeeded in raising his standard 
from the level of folk art to that of professional art, 
his success was a proof of his talent, but remaining a 
primitive was by no means proof of a lack of skill It 
could be owing simply to a lack of opportunity, a rea' 
son that was very prevalent in remote areas Many of 
the pnmitive paintings of Ainenca arc attractive be- 
cause they are simply the works of people who had 
talent but no training A comparison with Europe, 


where the opportunities of an art education were al- 
most general, is not conclusive True, Europe produced 
greater artists, but on the other hand it had almost no 
primitives in the nineteenth century, the stratum of its 
population that formerlj' had produced the delightful 
folk and peasant art evidently had been converted into 
the mass of the artistic proletanat,' which since has 
clogged the art centers in the big cities of Europe. 

It IS known that some of the Dutch Old Masters 
began as sign pointers, and from the fact that many of 
them excelled as stilMife painters, the conclusion is 
often drawn that Dutch still-hfc painting grew from 
the humble profession of sign painting The history of 
art, however, shows that still-hfe painting developed 
from genre painting in Holland The interest in acces- 
sories gradually increased to such a degree that the 
accessories gained precedence over the actions of the 
figures in the painting, even though they might be 
Biblical characters There was only one step from this 
stage to making the accessories the exclusive object of 
an artistic representation 

The situation was different in Amenca There were 
very few still-life motifs in the portraits of the colonial 
period, and there was very little histone or genre paint- 
ing that could have been a preliminary stage of still- 
life painting. In the realm of the fine arts, I 
have shown that Amencan still-life painting was 
part of an international movement, which was 
linked to the study of natural history: the botanic- 
decorative school This could not have been the 
case in the realm of pnmitive art Nevertheless, 
around 1800, at least some primitive still hfes were 
being painted, as illustrated by tlic Bountiful Boardy 
now in the Rockefeller Collection, Williamsburg, Vir- 
ginia This is a strongly conventionalized tabic piece 
with drapery around it The still life is painted on 
canvas, otherwise it might have been an actual inn 
sign. But only its decorative character and its subject 


matter suggest the latter Painted inn signs are 
easily lost m the course of time, but occasion- 
ally one sees at an antique dealer’s a still life with 
a bottle and some victuals that possibly once served as 
a sign of good cheer outside a tavern Such pictures 
are more or less artless, and are not likely to be old. 
They suggest, however, that similar unpretentious rep- 
resentations may have preceded them, the men who 
produced them were the old sign painters There is a 
lithograph, Mortgaging the Farm, which dates from 
the eighteen forties and shows an inn sign with a fruit 
on it The print appeared at the firm of D. W. Kellog 
and Co but does not show the signature of the artist. 
The Sign which, according to its inscription, offers ‘En- 
tertainment for Man and Beast’ in a near-by ‘dram 
shop,’ IS decorated with a big grape This representa- 
tion IS too late to prove that there were still lifes on inn 
signs in America before still-life painting became an 
independent art form. It makes it only probable 

Whether the inn sign contnbuted to the origin of 
still-life painting in America remains an open question, 
since no example of really old mn signs with still lifes 
arc known, but at least one type of still life had a 
predecessor in an earlier stratum of art in America the 
flower piece. It appeared in a limited area, Penn- 
sylvania, and its style was the highly formalized so- 
called ‘Fractur’ ‘Fractur’ is the popular name applied 
to the Pennsylvania German illustrated manuscripts or 
‘Fracturschnften ’ Edith Gregor Halpert desenbed the 
Fractur as follows ‘The word refers specifically to a 
Gothic letter, but as a medium, “Fractur” is a quill 
drawing tinted with home-made dyes applied with a 
cat’s-haiT brush Both a survival and a revival of Euro- 
pean medieval book illumination,’ which in turn was 
saturated with much older Near Eastern elements, 
‘Fractur was taught as early as 1730 in Ephrata,’ seat 
of a Pietist congregation ‘It flourished throughout the 
state among related sects until the middle of the nine- 
teenth century, when the pnnted “Taufscheine” and 
other documents replaced the highly decorative orig- 
inals Similar designs incorporating the traditional 
tulip, birds . . , apparently religious in significance, 
appear in various combinations, and were used not only 
in the illuminated manuscripts, but also for decorating 
dower chests, furniture, kitchen utensils, pottery, cover- 
lets, and other household objects . . Although com- 
monly refened to as a Book-mark or “Lese-zeichen,” 
the “Stylized Flowers” is probably a color design for 
use as a sample’ (fig 39) 

The examples of Fractur as applied in decorating 
furniture and other things from daily life were spread 
widely It would be fruitless, however, to try to relate 
directly to Pennsylvania Fractur any nineteenth-cen- 


tury Amencan primitives who approximate the decora- 
tive qualities of Fractur, though they do not share its 
iconography 

Many traditions blended in the primitive stratum of 
American art, and the earlier the examples the more 
they suggest a companson with the old popular forms 
of decorative art m Europe Hellenistic mosaics, for 
example, are suggested by a pastel (fig. 43), a still life 
of multicolored fmit arranged before a black back- 
ground in a totally unnaturalistic manner on and 
around a table with a much too big singing bird 
perched on a leaf. It has a distinctly Mediterranean 
flavor, and reflects the Italian taste One is inclined to 
date this puzzling and unique work around 1800, 

There is a still life with the signature ‘Chipman,’ a 
name otherwise unknown, which illustrates impres- 
sively both the quality and the limitations of a primi- 
tive still-life painting (fig 41). A rough table is covered 
with fruits two cantaloupes and two watermelons, one 
of which is sliced A banana is placed on the canta- 
loupes, and a vine with grapes and leaves is spread over 
the fruits The semicircles of the watermelon slices and 
the patterns of the seeds form the nucleus of a com- 
position that IS not without decorative strength 
Evidently the painter was needy, for he painted a frame 
on the borders and the sides of Ins canvas— achieving 
a very naive sort of trompe Vanl No direct link con- 
nects this work with the refined sphere of the Peaks 
It is American folk art, and as such it bears an affinity 
to primitive still-life painting in general, and to the 
Pennsylvania German art even less than to art prov- 
inces outside the United States A comparison with 
the work of an unknown Mexican painter from 
Queretaro, which was published by Roberto Monte- 
negro in his book on Mexican Painting, demonstrates 
this coincidence It is dated 1851 As in the painting 
by Chipman, a sliced watermelon on the right side is 
the geometric unit around which the other fruits are 
grouped to form a decorative design, also the fruits are 
arranged in honzontal layers and cover almost all the 
picture space Even the motif of the painted frame is 
common to both pictures. 

There are all kinds of pnmitive still lifes- some at- 
tract attention through their childlike ingenuity but 
are too clumsy to be taken seriously, and some approach 
the style of the professional painter, as is the case with 
a charming frait and flower piece signed by an other- 
wise unknown painter, Ad^lc Evans, the fluid and tonal 
style of which suggests the period from 1830 to 1840 
(fig 42) Only the faulty perspective and the exag- 
gerated attention paid to the gram of the marble table 
and other ornamental details reveal its fundamentally 
pnmitive standard. 



The love of ornament and pattern occasionally lures 
the primitive painter into fashioning flowen and fruits 
after the model of the decorative products of his time, 
and such foreign elements of pseudosophistication are 
always in disbnct contrast to the general character of 
his product In general, oil painting is not the best 
medium for a pnmitive painter, in fact, it was devel- 
oped m the fifteenth century as a medium to overcome 
the limitations of a genuinely primitive period, i c the 
art of the Middle Ages Thus the Amencan pnmitive 
of the nineteenth century is much more at ease when 
he restricts himself to water colors, which easily lend 
themselves to a decorative treatment He also attains 
very satisfactory results, without exceeding the limits 
of his talent, when he devotes himself to purely dec- 
orative tasks, as in the case of velvet painting This 
technique is often, but not at all regularly, synonymous 
with the so-called theorem painting, which consists of 
applying predesigned motifs on velvet or other ma- 
tenals by means of stencils The use of stencils allows 
the imagination of the artist only a limited range 

The first half of the nineteenth century was the 
era of the amateur Mechanization had not yet offered 
humanity standardized means of recreation If one 
wanted art or music at home, he had to contribute 
most of it himself This involved the training of one's 
talents, great or small, and this training not only led to 
the production of innumerable engaging though un- 
pretentious works of art, but also made people art con- 
scious in general 

Sometimes a written statement preserved for us by 
a happy accident allows us to glance into the at- 
mosphere in which this art grew There is a delightful 
water color of a still life with flowers and fruits that 
for a short time appeared from its hiding place in some 
attic to disappear only too quickly into a private col- 
lection (fig 44) This ‘chef d'oeuvre iiiconnu/ bore a 
touching inscription on the back of its old wooden 
board The inscription runs ‘Wedding present from 
her affectionate husband Amory L Babcock Drawn 
and colored from Nature by Amory L Babcock ' Noth- 
ing IS known about the artist, but the few words he 
wrote in a meticulous and elegant handwnting give us 
a clue to the cultural standing of the amateur artist 
in his period The work is dated 1857. 

Babcock's water color shows a brown basket with 
reddish zinnias on a table covered with a green cloth 
Oranges and lemons painted in vigorous local colors 
are on the table Against the steel blue sky, which 
fonns the greater part of the background— the rest is 
covered by a brown drapery— is a yellow butterfly 
The color scheme is bold, practically unique in its 
time The drawing shows a strong tendency to styliza- 


tion and betrays the layman m the failure of its at- 
tempt to convey volume As a whole, the picture looks 
like the product of an imaginative designer who works 
from memory and is not averse to incorporating stand- 
ard types of decorative flowers in his composition. His 
disregard of atmosphere, shadows, reflections, and what- 
ever else a naturalistic painter records when he repre- 
sents reality add to this impression, which, however, is 
deceptive, for the painter expressly stated that he 
painted from nature We must conclude from this 
testimony that a genuinely primitive artist uncon- 
sciously transformed nature into a strikingly formal- 
ized image He could help it no more than an Egyptian 
or Byzantine painter could, when he conventionalized 
Ills figures according to what seems to us a rigid canon 
Babcock's humble inscription is of general interest, 
for it confirms the fact that primitive art can be pro- 
duced m the same way as advanced' art, 1 e by study- 
ing nature The well-known sketch book of the Gothic 
architect Villard de Honnecourt shows that a medieval 
artist recorded what he saw in terms of an almost ab- 
stract design. This idea is foreign to most of us, who 
have inherited the attitude towards reality which came 
to prevail in the nineteenth century, but it was a matter 
of course with the amateur artist only a century ago 
Finally the short inscription teaches us another valu- 
able lesson a young bridegroom considered it an ade- 
quate expression of his devotion to paint a picture as a 
wedding present The move presupposes a similar atti- 
tude on the part of the bride, for otherwise her affec- 
tionate husband' would have resorted to more material 
tokens of his love Thus we see that the taste of the 
amateur artist, with its merits and limitations, must 
have been a pretty well established artistic attitude in 
America before the Civil War It must be concluded 
from this observation that the work of primitive 
painters was a legitimate stratum in American art, and 
that since it produced significant works of a distinct 
character, this stratum contributed essential elements 
to American art as a creative movement 
On the basis of the examples I have discussed so far, 
the qualities that are common to the Peales and the 
amateur still-life painters appear to be the exactitude 
and geometnsm of style, and an ingenuous directness 
in grasping the visual world 
Amory L Babcock, it must be conceded, was a man 
of unusual talent Most of the other amateur water 
colors that have been preserved arc less striking, but 
they include such delightful specimens as the Flowers 
on Black Marble Table (fig 45), of about 1835, which 
in its formalized arrangement recalls the flower com- 
positions of the Spaeiidoncks and other botanic-decora- 
tivc painters, but in detail betrays the naive background 
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of the painter. No doubt the artist, like Amory L. Bab- 
cock, studied his flowers ‘from nature ' 

Thomas Sully (1787-1872), in a charming portrait 
of two young women, a Mrs Boyd and a Mrs. Smith, 
lias bequeathed to us a vivid document that corrobo- 
rates Amory L Babcock’s statement about the method 
of painting employed by the amateur (fig. 47) The 
young lady in the foreground holds a portfolio with 
the inscnption ‘Sketches from Nature,' above the paint- 
er’s signature ‘T S’ and the date 1825 On the table, 
to the right, is a bunch of flowers in a round glass vase, 
the bunch of flowers with its rose in the center and its 
tulip on top IS typical of the ‘Lady’s Work’ of the 
time, 1 c decorative water colors and velvet paintings 
(fig 46) Evidently the bunch of flowers is one of the 
models of the Sketches from Nature which the young 
lady with the intelligent and lovely face— very classic 
indeed— is about to open. 

A similar bunch of flowers is the model of the artistic 
endeavors of a boy portrayed in a miniature by the 
American painter Ann Hall (1793-1863), who illus- 
trated this scene in a family portrait with herself as one 
of the group 

‘There are velvet paintings evidently based on water 
colors, and the latter were, as illustrated above, often 
painted with the model in front of the artist (figs 50 
and 48) The stylization of the flowers came quite 
naturally to the amateur painter, it was not strictly 
caused but nevertheless was influenced by his familiar- 
ity with the decorative art of his time There are also 
velvet paintings like the primitive fruit pieces repre- 
sented by Chipman’s Still Life with Melons and 
Grapes (fig 41) Many of the velvet paintings, it is 
true, are stylized versions of models taken consciously 
from examples of professional art and arc only flavored 
by the genuine pnniitivism of their makers Baur has 
demonstrated that some velvet painters copied works 
of Janies Peale in a more or less faithful way, and that 
the changes undergone by the model in the process of 
being copied are to be attributed mainly to the adapta- 
tions required by the coarser technique and the limita- 
tions of the medium It has been shown, furthermore, 
that at least one type of velvet flower painting was 
derived from a contemporary flower painting via the 
medium of a popular lithograph The type of the con- 
temporary painting is again that of Spaendonck, and 
that means the botanic-dccorativc school The precision 
and texture of the model, it is true, could not be re- 
tained in the medium of velvet The decorative tend- 


ency of the school however was not only preserved 
but emphasized and developed in a new direction. 
The freedom granted to the velvet painter by the com- 
bination of stencils and by variations of the given 
themes, as well as by the selection of color, produced 
effects often stnkmgly similar in their two-dimension- 
ahty to those of old Chinese color prints. Chinese 
woodblocks at the time were still unknown to the 
West. 

On the other hand, some European Baroque motifs 
reappeared m a simplified form, among them the over- 
turned bowl, which was popular with the late Dutch 
still-life painters Abraham Mignon carefully supplied 
motivation for the use of this motif by introducing a 
cat which, on its hunt for a mouse, overturns a flower 
vase The Amencan velvet painters— mostly girls who 
acquired the feminine brand of aesthetic culture in a 
finishing school— took such motifs for granted and used 
them naively They drew the motifs from pnnts that 
were commonly known under the name of the draw- 
ing master who offered them for sale Such a velvet 
painting is illustrated here (fig 49). Its pattern was 
known as the ‘Haviland Velvet,’ from the designer’s 
name 

Some of the velvet paintings are formalized to a 
degree that classifies them with objects of a purely 
decorative character They form a connecting link with 
other branches of amateur art, such as the making of 
pictures with tin foil and embroidery 

Tinsel paintings and embroidcnes were in part de- 
nved from the same models as velvet paintings, but 
they were also inspired by conventional types of flower 
arrangements, especially bouquets, wreaths, and gar- 
lands Since embroideries and tinsel paintings were 
given to friends as tokens of friendship or as keep- 
sakes, it was only natural that they employed the types 
of flower arrangements connected with significant con- 
ventions, including the wreath, which decorates the 
door at Chnstmas and on other festive occasions, or 
the nosegay, which accompanies the birthday visit as 
well as the marriage proposal 

The humble products of tinsel painting and pictonal 
embroidery form the connecting link between painting 
in the higher sense of the word and such artless prod- 
ucts as the pictures that accompanied dedications in 
the albums of the romantic lady or enhanced the elo- 
quence of the valentine— the last refuges of the un- 
sophisticated vanety of flower piece. 
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IV. ROMANTIC INFLUENCES 


D uring the 6rst half of the nineteenth century 
the boundaries between primitive and profes- 
sional painting m America were not defined 
It was not seldom that an itinerant limner/ who to all 
practical purposes was a primitive, found compara- 
tively late in life an opportunity to acquire formal train- 
ing, and eventually opened a studio in one of the larger 
towns It ought to be kept m mind that portrait paint- 
ing before the advent of photography was a profitable 
profession m places where life had become settled and 
where wealth was growing The New England portrait 
painter S Harvey Young offers a good example of 
such a development, since we are acquainted with por- 
traits of his primitive penod as well as of his later 
years when he was a well-established portrait painter 
in Boston His early works show the distortions and 
hardness typical of the untrained artist, but they also 
display an ingenuous charm and a quality of design 
that the professional and correctly drawn portraits of 
his Boston period do not possess. 

With the growth of the American cities, art instruc- 
tion was more easily obtainable and more widely 
spread The stratum of primitive painting first receded 
from the urban centers and finally disappeared except 
for isolated instances of painters who lived in the back- 
woods or belonged to culturally underpnvileged groups 
Only a modicum of primitivism survived in a number 
of paintings, most of which were done by anonymous 
artists, and even this often shades into mere provin- 
cialism 

Still, not all talented Americans aspired to the rank 
of professionals in the middle of the nineteenth cen- 
tury Many of them remained amateurs, although they 
had acquired much more technical skill in the render- 
ing of nature than their primitive predecessors Numer- 
ous manuals of painting were published in the United 
States at this time, and their success was attested by a 
large group of educated people who seriously studied 


art either by themselves or under the more or less 
competent guidance of the drawuig master Inhere is 
a fundamental difference between the training of the 
sign painter as an apprentice and the academic train- 
ing of the professional artist Whereas the first method 
is based on the tradition of the craftsman and develops 
the gift of design, the latter sets up a close imitation 
of nature as the goal of the student and has a vaguely 
classic taste as its aesthetic pnnciplc The educational 
ideal of the time was to be as closely in touch with 
Europe as possible Although very proud of their polit- 
ical independence, the Americans of pre-Civil War 
days felt themselves part and parcel of Western civi- 
lization It was just this attitude that prevented them 
from identifying themselves with the art of a single 
European nation They went to European art centers 
to study, but with few exceptions did not attempt to 
become French, German, or Italian painters, as did the 
expatriates of the next generation They were naive 
enough not to sec the whole problem, for nationalism 
had not yet colored the thinking of men They simply 
strove to paint well, and that they did with consider- 
able success It IS true that the application of Euro- 
pean training to the Amcncan scene sometimes proved 
difficult for the artist after his return from overseas, 
one of the best American painters of the penod, Worth- 
ington Whittredge (1820-1910), gave a forceful expres- 
sion of this conflict in liis autobiography lie wrote 

Schools of art are the result of the slow accumulation 
of work done by many men who, in the aggregate, 
stamp the work of their period with a national or local 
character If America is ever to receive any distinc- 
tive character so that wc can speak of an Amencan 
School of Art, it must come from this new condition, 
the close intermingling of the peoples of the earth in 
our peculiar form of government 

Although it makes the creation of a distinctly Amer- 
ican art its goal, Whittredge’s sta*‘emcnt is funda- 
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mentally at variance with nationalist aesthetics His 
program came closer to realization in his own time 
than he knew, for the works of the best among his 
contemporaries, at least in our eyes, have acquired a 
distinctly American flavor, the milieu in which they 
lived not only conditioned the subject matter of their 
paintings but, in a subtle way, filled them with an un- 
mistakably Amencan atmosphere 

The new generation of artists grew up in the transi- 
tional period between romanticism and realism Both 
movements were international, and the ‘time lag’ that 
later on charactcnzcd the relation between Amencan 
and European art had not yet developed Now, ro- 
manticism was not interested in still life, for its very 
goal was drama, passion, phantasy— qualities that de- 
manded as subject matter, if not man himself, then at 
least a landscape m which to project feelings and con- 
flicts Not until a new vogue of realism had developed 
did still hfes gain a renewed interest for the painter 
Tme, the Peale family kept on painting still lifcs in 
their own way, romanticism or no romanticism, but 
from the histoncal point of view, these artists were a 
living anachronism Their work descended from the 
position of avant-garde art into that of a conservative 
undercurrent It catered to people who were equally 
anachronistic— such people exist in every penod and 
are supported by the survivors of an older generation 
who are conservative by nature, hence the Peales had 
their patrons even in the third quarter of the nine- 
teenth century, patrons who enjoyed their objectivist 
attitude, out of date though it was. 

The new generation, however, did not approach the 
world with the naive rationalism of their grandfathers, 
who had been young at the apex of the Enlightenment 
A Thomas Jefferson, designing the Capitol of Virginia, 
could still consider the Greek temple the best possible 
architectural expression of modern democracy A John 
A. Roebling, designing the Brooklyn Bridge, abandoned 
the classic style He used Gothic forms, which came 
closer to the new engineenng architecture A Benjamin 
West never abandoned the ‘grand manner’ so dear to 
the classic taste, even though his subject matter was 
taken from American historj' A George Caleb Bing- 
ham, on the other hand, painted the Mississippi boat- 
men and the crowds of Kansas City on election day 
exactly as he saw them, without any pretense of 
grandeur. 

The fact that Roebling selected Gothic forms for 
lus bridge not only attests to the compatibility of 
Gothic fomis with those of steel construction, but also 
suggests that romanticism tinged the artistic thinking 
of the generation of realism to which Roebling be- 


longed. For the Gothic revival is an expression of ro- 
manticism in architecture. 

The term ‘romantic realists’ has been coined for 
the painters who in the middle of the nineteenth cen- 
tury painted scenes of everyday life, both in Europe and 
in Amenca Their realism was modified by emotional 
overtones This is the quality that strikes us as ro- 
mantic The stylistic evolution led from the lineanty of 
classicism to the tonality of the romanticists 

The romantic realists went farther in the develop- 
ment of a tonal style than their truly romantic prede- 
cessors like Washington Allston, for the latter could 
not quite dissociate themselves from the manner of 
their classicist teachers. For still-life painting, that 
means a revival of the picturesque type so popular in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centunes The change, 
however, was not sudden. 

There is a small painting of a salad dish by an un- 
known artist, which, judging from its style, might have 
been painted around 1830 (now in the Karohk Collec- 
tion, Boston) Its technique and draftsmanship reveal 
considerable training, and the picture strikes us as revo- 
lutionary in its decidedly realistic approach Almost the 
whole canvas is filled by a plain dish containing lettuce 
and sliced eggs and an ordinary fork Crisp brushwork 
reveals the intense concentration of the painter One 
has to go far in the nineteenth century before finding 
an equally monumental still life— Jean Francois Millet 
and Vincent van Gogh painted potatoes and fruits of 
a character suggesting their anonymous American pred- 
ecessor The nearest approach in the art of that time 
was made in Mexico, where an anonymous painter in 
about 1800 painted a wooden table covered with rustic 
dishes This picture, reproduced by Roberto Monte- 
negro in his book on Mexican painting, gives a solemn 
effect It could be the tabic at which Christ and the 
Disciples sat down for the Last Supper The spirit of 
Zurbardn lives m it The American painting is much 
less solemn— but both pictures reflect a pious attitude 
towards food Grace is said before the meal is touched 

It IS not known where the Salad Dish was painted, 
and speculation is difficult, since its highly individual 
style shows no similarity to that of any of the familiar 
painters of the period 

Still hfes were painted either by portrait and genre 
painters in their spare time, or by artists who special- 
ized in still hfes There was some demand for still hfes 
as decoration. Of the New England portrait painter 
Jeremiah Pearson Hardy (1800-1888), for instance, a 
relative of his has recorded that ‘he often painted fruit 
pieces, either to fill a demand for dining-room pietures 
or to preserve for some horticultunst the record of 
some especially good specimen he had produced.’ Few 
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of his paintings are known today: one that has sur- 
vived m a faded photograph shows a few apples on a 
barrel, another shows three pears between grapes (fig. 
6i) This small picture is painted in a broad and direct 
technique, which reflects the influence of S F B 
Morse, with whom Hardy studied after preliminary 
training under a local Boston artist, for Morse had 
achieved a considerable degree of pictorial freedom 
in his portraits 

After 1850, photography began to compete seriously 
with portrait painting As a consequence, many por- 
trait painters took up still-hfe painting on the side, 
more often than not still lifes signed by well-known 
portrait painters date from the second half of the nine- 
teenth century. 

The Long Island master of homespun genre scenes, 
William Sidney Mount (1807-68), left us a few flower 
studies, one of them is illustrated here (fig 52) It 
shows a loosely bound bunch of black-eyed Susans, 
daisies, roses, and other spring flowers It is distin- 
guished by an engaging directness and vividness, and 
it convincingly conveys the feeling a sensitive observer 
experiences on a beautiful May day, as he looks at 
the humble flowers he has picked on a walk through 
the fields In all its realism this modest sketch has the 
romantic fragrance of a Lied by Schubert 

It has been mentioned above that Philadelphia pro- 
duced the most important school of still-lifc painters. 
The folk art of the Pennsylvania Germans created a 
favorable atmosphere for still-hfe painters It stimu- 
lated the sense of design, it inspired interest in decora- 
tion Boston, the second of the two oldest centers of 
cultural life, patronized the art of the English upper 
classes This art was refined and individualistic and its 
dominant interest was the portrait It is significant that 
the Pcales settled 111 Philadelphia, not in Boston The 
activity of the Peaks encouraged other painters to take 
up still-hfe painting and since their time the tradition 
has not died 

Among the portrait painters of Philadelphia who en- 
joyed a reputation as ‘fruit painters’ as well was Joseph 
Biays Ord (1805-65), son of an ornithologist He must 
have been interested in still life as such at an early 
date, for in 1840 he painted his Dejeuner h la four- 
chette a work that has nothing m common with the 
decorative taste of the people who bought fruit pieces 
for their dining rooms (fig 53) On a plain tabic are 
two oysters, some lemons, biscuits, and a knife, grouped 
around a decanter and a full wme glass The light 
comes from the upper left-hand corner, and the back- 
ground shows a diagonal division into a bright and a 
dark area. The fruit and flower painbngs of the Pcales 
showed a similar division, but it was a conventional 


pattern with them. In Ord's still life the division log- 
ically results from the prevailing distnbution of light. 
The whole picture is done in chiaroscuro and a subtle 
harmony of warm tones prevails. The texture of the 
objects is illustrated convincingly by purely technical 
means, the brush strokes being left in their first, vigor- 
ous state, in contrast to the smooth and glassy texture 
of the Peaks’ paintings The composition, too, is less 
regular than those of the previous generation, and al- 
though well balanced, its effect is informal All these 
characteristics can be summed up m the term ‘pic- 
turesque.’ The painting is realistic, but its realism is 
fundamentally different from objectivism, for it does 
not present isolated objects to direct contemplation 
under the best possible visual conditions Rather it 
tends to poetize them by means of suitable lighting 
and by fusing them into a well-integrated whole in 
which associations and overtones play an important 
part Ord’s type of still life is ‘one of mood,’ to adopt 
a term from the history of landscape painting, and as 
such it belongs to the sphere of romantic realism Its 
ancestors are the Dutch breakfast pieces of the eight- 
eenth century and the kitchen still hfes of Chardin 
The next step in the stylistic development is repre- 
sented by the work of a man who, after he had been 
practically forgotten for more than half a century, was 
recently called 'perhaps the best still-life painter be- 
tween the Peaks and Harnett, Chase, and Catlsen ’ 
He was Pennsylvama-born John F Francis (1810-85). 
From the meager sources available we learn that he 
lived m Philadelphia and Harrisburg alternately be- 
tween 1840 and 1855, and afterwards stayed in Wil- 
mington, Delaware He was known as a portrait and 
still-hfe painter Many of his fruit pieces were sold 
from the exhibition rooms of the Art Union between 
1844 and 1850, but the dates of his still lifcs indieate 
that he continued to paint them in the 'sixties There 
is no reason to believe that he was less successful later, 
even though records of Ins sales exist only for six years 
The still hfes that he painted as early as the middle 
of the eighteen fifties show his style fully developed— 
a style which, seen m the perspective of history, gives 
Francis a place among the most advanced painters of 
his penod Two of his important early paintings are 
in the Prew Savoy collection m Washington, D C 
One of them is signed and dated 1854, but the other 
lacks a date The first shows a basket with apples and 
chestnuts, a porcelain pitcher, glasses, and a dish with 
apples (fig. 56)— objects repeated almost piece by 
piece in a painting of the Karolik Collection that bears 
the date 1859 and is painted in a slightly more fluid 
manner Since the second of the pictures m the Prew 
Savoy Collecbon, a table piece, shows even more 
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rigidity, I suggest that it be dated before 1854 (fig. 54). 
An ‘epergne’ with assorted fruits (grapes, raisins, al- 
monds, and oranges) forms the center of a formal com- 
position m which the elements are wine bottles, with 
red and white wine glasses, a pitcher of the same type 
as those in the other two paintings, a plate with a large 
slice of cheese, oyster crackers, and a silver knife The 
ornaments of the pitcher are blue, tinted with gold 
A white tablecloth is contrasted with a plain dark back- 
ground Evidently the picture was intended to decorate 
a dining room, but by the keenness of his observation 
the painter made the conventional subject matter an 
exquisite visual experience The champagne glasses, 
which alternate with small chalices, form a rhythmic 
pattern around the basso contmuo of the majestic 
bowl of fruits The dark bottles and the bright jar are 
a minor and a maj’or chord, and only an asymmetrical 
water glass to the right suggests somewhat roguishly 
that the whole thing is not quite as solemn as it seems 
The glass is, so to speak, a coda, an aEx to the score 
Another still life, with a white pitcher, three water 
glasses, oyster crackers, chestnuts, and apples, the 
slightly more relaxed style of which suggests the early 
'fifties as its date, supplements the stiff orchestra piece 
with a bit of lighter vocal music (fig 55) No dignified 
bowl of fruits prevents the glasses from establishing 
themselves as an improvised chime, and everything 
else cheerfully contributes its own voice to an extem- 
poraneous bit of community singing The still life in 
the Karohk Collection that is signed and dated 1859 
may serve as a stnking example of Francis’ style in the 
years before the Civil War On a table laid with a 
white cloth is an overturned basket with apples and 
chestnuts A piece of cloth is folded backwards cover- 
ing the basket, and apples and chestnuts are spread 
over the tabic A plate with a sliced apple and a knife, 
an earthenware jar, and two glasses filled with wine are 
distributed over the rest of the table The left side of 
the background is almost black, the nght side some- 
what brighter The light comes from the right and 
brings out the form of every object with great clanty 
Whereas the table in all but a few of Raphaelle 
Peak's still hfes was placed parallel to the border of 
the picture, here it is seen from the side so that its 
borders form oblique angles with the frame The last 
vestiges of regulanty have vanished from the composi- 
tion The 'stable equilibrium’ prevailing hitherto has 
definitely given way to an 'unstable equilibnum’ in 
which a complex relationship is established between 
the single elements Tlie painter achieves the pre- 
carious balance of his composition by constructing a 
design of the patterns formed by shadows in contrast 
to the lighted areas A highly unconventional use of 


pure color complements the bold innovations of the 
composition Francis' colors are neither the locjl colors 
of the Peaks nor the tonal values of an Ord They 
rather reflect a study of relative values suggested by 
the combination of objects of different color and tex- 
ture As a result, novel shades of pink, blue, green, and 
yellow determine the effect of Francis’ mature paint- 
ings Evidently the interest in texture is subordinated 
to the study of volumes and colors under a given light 
—a principle that in the sphere of the great art of the 
world was suggested by the landscapes of Corot’s Italian 
penod and was not earned through to its last conse- 
quences until later on m Cezanne’s work Some anon- 
ymous Mexican still hfes in Roberto Montenegro’s 
collection dating from about 1840 display similar tend- 
encies on a more primitive level 

The post-Civil War period of Francis is character- 
ized by a softening of his approach, by an increased 
freedom of his handwriting and— probably rather late 
in his life— by a turn from pure artistic research to- 
ward a more conventional decorative style. A little still 
life with cheese and crackers in the Museum of His- 
toric Art in Princeton initialed and dated 1866 (fig 57) 
shows Francis’ new style in the making the forms are 
softer, the brushwork is more impulsive and the com- 
position IS tighter. 

An overturned basket forms the mam motif of a still 
life with cherries (fig 58), in which the glassy skin of 
the fruits is more emphasized than their spherical 
shape It was painted in the same year as the Princeton 
picture Now emphasis is laid on atmosphere, and the 
painter seems to have lost some of his interest in vol- 
umes Also that year Francis painted a still life with 
oranges, raisins, and nuts, m which texture is studied 
as well as relief (fig 59) Chiaroscuro unifies the paint- 
ing, and the colors are correspondingly more subtly 
blended 

Yet another still life by Francis comes closer to the 
lavish taste of the post-Civil War period (fig 60) It 
shows a fruit basket in the midst of sliced watermelons 
on a table set up in an Italianate porch with an eve- 
ning landscape as background Its composition is more 
involved and less lucid than in Francis’ other paintings, 
but color and technique are lively. It is reasonable to 
assume that the still life with evening landscape is a 
late work of the painter, probably one produced around 
1870 It has a charm of its own, though aesthetically 
it shows the influence of what we used to call the Vic- 
torian period. This term really is equivalent to ‘post- 
romanticism,’ since it is not restricted to England, but 
designates a stage of development in which the tenets 
of the romanticists became common property This 
development, like many similar ones, included an ek- 
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ment of vulganzation and at the same time indicated 
that romanticism was no longer creative— creative 
energies had been directed toward other objectives. 
The nature of post-romantic art, furthermore, was de- 
termined by the character of the society of the second 
half of the nineteenth century. This character was 
typically bourgeois. 

An uninhibited display of wealth wrought havoc 
with tact and taste and the emotional quality which 
was at the core of the Romantic movement survived 
in a distorted form That everything good in art was 
produced in a heartbreaking struggle against society is 
illustrated in the story of the French impressionists or 
in the history of the Arts and Crafts Movement in 
England A painting by James Welles Champney 
stnkingly illustrates the situation, and has special im- 
portance for the study of American still-lifc painting 
111 the ’seventies and ’eighties. It is called The Wedding 
Gifts and allegedly shows the family of the noted 
journalist Horace Greeley inspecting an exhibition of 
presents on a table (fig 65) 

Champney was born in Boston in 1 843 and acquired 
the training of an European genre painter in Pans and 
Antwerp in the ’sixties He signed his early pictures 
Champ to avoid confusion with other Boston artists of 
the same name Champney was probably unaware that 
a new art, impressionism, was being bom outside the 
limelight of the Grand Salon m Pans, which dominated 
international art life He practiced his art to the delight 
of his Amencan patrons until his death in 1903 in 
New York 

All the sham and splendor of the post-romantic era 
are assembled in the still life of Greeley’s table, the 
figures add importance to the value of the gifts by 
their admiration of them From the bottom of a candle- 
stick, which has taken the form of a dragon so that it 
can be held by the tail, to the ubiquitous ‘epergne,’ the 
eye takes m a chaotic array of inane and pretentious 
objects The composition does not show the controlled 
informality of a Francis The picture is split into un- 
organized details that try to catch the eye through 
technical perfection in the painting of textures The 
painter is very skilful, but all the expenditure of skill 
serves a nonartistic purpose to tell a sentimental story 
in an engaging manner 

It IS in the light of what this picture reveals that we 
have to analyze the development of still life following 
the Civil War m Amenca Disregarding the mass of 
dull and vulgar still hfes, winch were produced in cver- 
incrcasing numbers, wc discover some Amencan paint- 
ers in whose work the genuine values of the earlier pe- 
riods survived the change of taste. The degree to which 
these artists were influenced by post-romanticism de- 


pended on the amount of freedom that individual 
painters achieved, limited as they were by dependence 
upon the paying public 

It was the heyday of the Boh^me, with life a pre- 
carious gamble, that established the artist as a cynic 
in a marginal sphere of society. Boliemiainsm in reality ■ 
lacked most of the glamor of Merger’s famous novel 
that gave it a name A German Bohemian artist, 
Severm Rocsen, appeared on the American scene some 
time after the middle of the century ’I he exact date 
IS not known A porcelain painter Severm Roesen of 
Cologne m 1847 exhibited a flower piece and soon 
disappeared from .sight Whether the Amencan immi- 
grant was the same person cannot be established with 
certainty Severm is a common name m Cologne, since 
St Severm is a popular saint there Roesen made his 
way from New York to Pennsylvania, evidently at- 
tracted by the presence of many of his countrymen 
there His paintings are scattered along the mam high- 
way to the Susquehanna Valley and up the valley to 
Williamsport, where he finally established himself 
around i860 He made his living as a flower painter and 
occasionally taught art, but alcoholism, the sinister 
concomitant of the free and easy Boh^me, gradually 
got the better of him He became socially impossible 
and with his talent ruined, disappeared m the late 
'seventies to die, as rumor has it, m a Philadelphia 
poorhouse 

The quality of his work is uneven as a result of his 
drinking habits but in his best works he displayed what 
Cezanne called the power of ‘realization ’ He received 
numerous commissions for large pictures, usually m 
pairs, of fruit and flowers (figs 63 and 64) These paint- 
ings show the qualities of Roesen’s work most con- 
vincingly and definitely betray his European training 
The tradition of the late Baroque flower painters shows 
through the surface taste of Ins time, they recall espe- 
cially Abraham Mignon The taste of his own time 
expresses itself m a somewhat scorched coloration and 
a materialistic conception the fruits and flowers seem 
to be picked and displaced with the salesmanship of 
a successful grocer. Rocsen’s still hfes look as if they 
were show windows full of glamorous, appetizing sam- 
ples In fact, it IS the show window that forms the 
model of his compositions in contradistinction to the 
garden grotto that inspired Mignon and other old 
Dutch fruit and flower painters A man in reduced 
circumstances, so to speak, Rocsen looked at the ‘good 
earth’s’ tantalizing display of fruit only through the 
glass pane of a show case 

In a monumental still life called Nature’s Bounty, 
probably painted between 1860 and 1870 (fig 62), 
Roesen seems to sum up his artistic credo An abun- 
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dance of luscious fruits is distributed over two super- 
imposed marble slabs, typical of a window display. 
Witliout scruple the painter has placed his glorified 
siiow window in a romantic landscape The left side of 
the landscape is formed by a dense grove featuring one 
of the little altars that was a favorite motif of early 
nineteenth-century landscape architects. A dark grove 
serves to set off the lighted side of the painting On the 
right side a bright but cloudy evening sky contrasts 
with the darker side of the picture This device recalls 
the conventionalized chiaroscuro backgrounds that the 
Pealcs employed in their work When all is said, 
Roesen’s work does not fit badly into the 'Philadelphia 
School ’ 

Nature’s Bounty was exhibited for the first time after 
its rediscovery in 1932, and its painter remained un- 
known until the canvas had been cleaned The signa- 
ture was then discovered, it is formed by a tendril 
onginating at the stem of the vine between the marble 
slabs. Roesen often signed his works in this capncious 
way This quaint habit is not without significance, 
since further study of the picture reveals the spirals and 
kinks of the tendrils playing a meaningful part in the 
inventory of his motifs In his flower painting (fig 64) 
the thorny stems of the roses caught his attention 
The tendency towards a ‘calligraphic’ linear style links 
Roesen with the romanticists of his homeland 

Roesen was the outsider among the still-life painters 
of the post-romantic period On the other hand George 
R Hall (1825-1913), who painted genre pictures as 
well as still hfes, swam happily with the stream A man 
of the world, he studied m Dusseldorf and Pans from 
1849 to 1852 He brought home a smooth and eEcient 
technique and success seemed to favor him The Na- 
tional Academy of Design soon elected him to mem- 
bership and he became a public favorite Travels to 
Italy, Spain, and Egypt found him searching for ‘paint- 
able’ motifs The slick scenes he painted from his ob- 
servations in these countnes belong to the irreparably 
dated artistic sphere of his fellow countryman Champ- 


ney. Hall's still hfes, in contrast to his landscapes, have 
an enduring quality apart from their charm as period 
pieces In 1871 he painted a still life called Holly 
(fig. 66). On a table parallel to the picture plane, two 
bowls of fruit, a bottle of liqueur, a wine glass, a partly 
peeled lemon, a camellia and other objects are grouped 
in pyramidal arrangement. This is topped by a twig of 
holly placed honzontally on two differently shaped 
vessels. The composition would not be greatly different 
from that of James Peak, except that Peak strove for 
the clarity of a botanical illustration, whereas Hall does 
everything to obliterate the geometrical character of 
arrangement and to stress subjectivity The carved front 
edge of the table is overlapped by camellia leaves and 
lemon skin Instead of Peak’s linear style, a heritage 
from classicism. Hall shares the tonal attitude of his 
contemporaries In this tonal composition chiaroscuro 
prevails, serving to fuse the parts into a picturesque 
visual experience In contradistinction to Roesen, Hall 
is not interested in the pattern of his models, but pn- 
marily in their texture In each of Roesen’s indoor still 
hfes, bare foreground walls define the still life as a 
stnicture, limited to a tier, but Hall looks at a still life 
as a part of the room Thus he explains the still life’s 
relation to the space around it by representing the rear 
wall in complete detail An open window leads the 
eye to the horizon, adding a finishing touch of at- 
mosphenc treatment 

The painting arouses comfortable associations of 
well-being and home life, rather than satisfies purely 
artistic demands The holly, so conspicuously arranged 
to catch the eye, and the winter landscape outside the 
house provide the appealing overtones of a typical 
Christmas picture Evidently the artist is striving to 
please his public simply by displaying motifs that are 
obvious, familiar, and sentimental instead of selecting 
and arranging them for deeper aesthetic reasons— a 
sign that the romantic spirit was rapidly disintegrat- 
ing into a polite intellectual parlor game. 
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V. THE STYLE OF TROMPE L'OEIL 


R omanticism m one form or another was the 
leading influence in American art from Wash- 
. ington Allston to the latest representatives of 
the Hudson River School, but the persistence of the 
Peale tradition and the best work of the period demon- 
strates that romanticism was not the only school with 
important artistic values. 

James Peale’s objectivism corresponds to the survival 
of eighteenth-century rationalism, and the primitives 
represent the survival of the craftsman’s spirit m a 
young, not fully industrialized society. Still another 
group of painters produced an important body of work, 
which demands examination on its own terms, for it 
IS distinguished by what may be called ‘heightened’ 
realism. 

As early as 1823, Raphaelle Peale’s After the Bath 
showed a marked tendency to revive the trompe Voeil. 
In the foreground a towel is thrown into relief to pro- 
duce a tangible quality However, Raphaelle Peale 
was not the only painter in America who clung to the 
tradition of the trompe I’ceil after it had been aban- 
doned in Europe In fact, an undercurrent of trompe 
I’ceil painting can be traced all through the second 
quarter of the nineteenth century. This cunent eventu- 
ally broadened and progressed from a latent to a mani- 
fest role in the second half of the century, transcend- 
ing the doctnnal character of its beginnings The re- 
sult was an illusionistic art that applied the heightened 
realism of the trompe Vceil to still-hfe motifs generally. 

An anonymous trompe I'ceil dating from 1827 has 
been attributed to an otherwise unknown painter, 
Nathaniel Peck, on the basis of the address of a letter 
seen in the picture (fig 67) The painting was found 
in Flushing, New York, and probably is of local origin. 
This is most astonishing, since the picture is a reinter- 
pretation of Vaillant’s iMter Rack (fig 3), and 
would imply that a painter m a small community out- 
side of New York was familiar with the work of a 


seventeenth-century Flemish painter However, since 
trompe I'ouls had been popular with European painters 
all through the eighteenth century, it is reasonable to 
assume that this letter-rack type was familiar to Amer- 
ican painters early in the nineteenth century through 
copies and reproductions Nathaniel Peck’s version 
differs from the European because of a strange peculiar- 
ity: an eye like those seen in ritual decorations of Free- 
masons is painted on the letter rack. This motif sug- 
gested to its rediscovcrers the name, The All-Seeing 
Eye. 

In the picture two letters and some pnnted matter, 
a folder with cigars, a bow, a vial, a com, and two keys 
are tied to the wall by a tape The letters are addressed 
to people in New York and Flushing, where Peck 
resided The pnnted matter consists of a New York 
newspaper, a booklet on what seems to be crystal 
gazing, and an almanac of the popular vanety known 
for its astrological infonnation The painting technique 
IS illusionistic, but not subtle It suggests the amateur- 
ishly trained rather than a professional painter as its 
author Nothing is known of the artist except his name. 
He seems to have been interested m abstruse sciences, 
and to have intended, with the combination of hetero- 
geneous objects with the eye of God in trompe I’oeil, 
to convey the feeling that even the most humble 
object has a transcendental significance It will be re- 
called that the German mystic Jacob Bochmc, a shoe- 
maker by profession, experienced his spiritual illumina- 
tion by looking into a glass ball In the old workshop 
of his trade, the ball served to concentrate light on 
tools 

Three years after The All-Seeing Eye was painted, 
a young portrait painter, Charles B King, painted 
a trompe I’oeil known under the title of Vanity of an 
Artist’s Dream (fig. 69) King was born in Newport, 
Rhode Island, in 1785 or 1786 and was one of the 
last students of Benjamin West in London He be- 
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came a successful portrait painter in Washington, 
D C, where he died in 1862 Between his stay in 
London and his Washington years, he lived in Phila- 
delphia for a while, at the time Raphaelle and James 
Peale were developing their still-hfe style This ‘Van- 
itas' IS a still life representing the contents of a poor 
painter’s studio piled in a cupboard The wooden 
frame of the cupboard runs parallel to the pieture 
frame This device was used as early as the seventeenth 
century by such trompe Vcetl painters as Gysbrecht and 
was continued into the eighteenth century by Oudry 
(fig 6) Among the objects to be seen besides the 
palette and brushes of the painter are books and letters, 
and a dish with a piece of bread on it The books have 
such significant titles as ‘Pleasures of Hope’ and ‘Pleas- 
ures of Imagination.’ The broken head of a Greek 
bust seems to look with empty eyes into the infinite, 
and m a relief that is part of the contents of the cup- 
board, an Abundantia empties her cornucopia To the 
frame is fixed a sheriff’s sale list, every line of which is 
legible, and the text is written with sardonic humor. 

The style of the painting is vigorous and displays an 
efficient use of chiaroscuro Dunng King’s London 
years he evidently investigated the exhibitions and gal- 
leries of the English capital thoroughly and became 
imbued with the tradition of the Old Masters It is 
known that from youth he was conspicuously sober and 
industrious, and that late m life he attained a notable 
success as a portrait painter m Washington 
Although his Vanity of an Artikt's Dream bitterly 
complains about the callousness of the world towards 
the aspirations of the artist, King himself could not 
complain about neglect He chose the soft way of com- 
promise This painting indicates that an inner struggle 
preceded his relinquishing a claim to immortality In 
an hour of bitter disillusionment he may have remem- 
bered one of the trompe Voeil versions of the ‘Vanitas’ 
theme in European collections and have given vent to 
his feelings, adding an element of irony to the concep- 
tion that was originally umnitigatcd gloom The 
trompe Vceil technique gave adequate overtones of in- 
tense realism to his pictorial satire 
About twenty years after Nathaniel Peck painted 
The All-Seeing Eye, a draftsman m a Washington 
government office by the name of Goldsborough 
Bruff revived the letter-rack type of trompe I’oeil m a 
water color (fig 70) Bruff was born in 1804 and died 
in 1889, a local celebnty His lifelong, rather incon- 
spicuous activity at the drawing board was interrupted 
111 1 849 for the two years that he spent in California as 
leader of a mining expedition Bruff was a trustee and 
mcoTporatOT of the National Gallery and Art School, 
established m i860 by an act of Congress Although 


somewhat erratic and amateurish, he was a man of 
courage and keen observation. 

Goldsborough Bruff’s trompe Vcetl shows an assort- 
ment of pnnts and drawings. As such it recalls a famous 
trompe Vceil by Boilly. It is, however, not a framed 
picture like Boilly’s painting, but one mounted on a 
board The outside edges of the paper are painted to 
resemble the cross section of the board on which cards, 
letters, drawings, and prints are placed. The assorted 
papers attest to Goldsborough Bruff’s activities as a 
cartographer, illustrator, designer of coats of arms and 
ornaments The letters, part of the pile, are addressed 
to the artist They do not show postage stamps Thus, 
the picture cannot be dated later than 1847, when the 
postage stamp was introduced m America Its style, on 
the other hand, suggests that it was not painted much 
earlier, perhaps about 1845. 

A business card is among the pnnts, and is half 
covered by another sheet of paper The speetator’s 
cunosity is stimulated by this trick The ‘business,’ 
however, is not taken too seriously, as is shown by a 
painter’s cancature included in the motley arrange- 
ment 

We learn from Goldsborough Bruff’s posthumous 
papers that the versatile artist collected coins and sci- 
entific curios and wrote about them The implications 
of this are interesting, for the development of the 
trompe Vceil in the seventeenth century, we have seen, 
was closely connected with the establishment of the 
curio cabinet 

In each of tliese three examples of American trompe 
Vceil the heightened realism was made to serve as the 
special objective of the painter Nathaniel Peck ex- 
pressed his erratic mysticism wlien he showed the eye 
of God watching over his odd collection of insignifi- 
cant items Charles B King conjured up the memoiy 
of monastic meditations on the futility of life in order 
to dramatize the plight of the arhst Goldsborough 
Bruff advertised his diverse skills m a capricious form 
suggesting a bizarre personality 

During the second half of the nineteenth century the 
strain of irrationalism, which never quite disappeared, 
changed its direction During the reign of Romanticism 
it was introspective, but dunng the heyday of science 
it became extrovert Man, in search of the mystenous, 
no longer looked into himself, but outside, into nature 
Of course, he must not look at the familiar nature 
outside his window, but at an exotic scene ’The quest 
for miracles m the age of the railway led to the search 
for what in popular travelogues was ealled ‘the wonders 
of nature' The plain and matter-of-fact interest in 
nature that prevailed in the times of old Charles Will- 
son Peale had given way to an enthusiastic curiosity. 
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The c^lorer was the hero of the day. The new type 
of the traveler-painter appeared, the globe-trotter with 
the paint box who flooded the exhibitions with glamor- 
ized views of Egypt and the tropics. These views ap- 
pealed to the popular interest m science The interest 
was somewhat vague and not altogether discriminating, 
but it did foster senous belief in educational values— 
a belief that prevented people from accepting the 
tnvial as entertainment At its best, the body of paint- 
ing produced to capitalize on this interest fell far short 
of perfection, but succeeded in communicating the en- 
thusiasm of the sensitive traveler to the spectator by a 
kind of humanized photography, as in the topographic 
landscapes of Fredenck Edwin Church 
Whereas Church indulged in ambitious panoramas, 
his contemporary Martin Johnson Heade went in quest 
of the minute This painter was a traveler by nature 
He was born in 1819 at Lumbcrville, Bucks County, 
Pennsylvania, and thus grew up in the orbit of the 
Philadelphia School In fact, he lived in Philadelphia 
for a while as an adult Not only did he study in Rome 
and visit England and France, but he also visited South 
America in 1864 and afterward, and inside the United 
States he lived in New York, Philadelphia, Boston, 
Providence, and Trenton. The painter traveled several 
times in South America before he definitely settled in 
the United States He made a trip to Brazil to study 
the hummingbirds of South America in order to supply 
materials for illustrating a book planned by a mis- 
sionary and amateur naturalist, James Cooley Fletcher 
Technical difficulties in the reproduction of Headers 
miniaturehke paintings are said to have prevented 
publications of the work Heade exhibited the originals 
later on, and sold them to Sir Morton Peto, an English 
economist. He also painted landscapes, which at their 
worst derived a cheap success from glowing sunsets, 
but at their best showed convincing force in interpret- 
ing, for example, the atmospheric drama of a stonn In 
his rare flower pieces (fig 71) he achieved a new kind 
of puritan beauty by an intensified realism and a com- 
position close to that of the trompe Iml Although 
highly appreciated during his prime, Heade dropped 
out of sight even before he died in St Augustine, 
Florida, at the age of eighty-four 
The Brazilian studies doubtless are the best of 
Headers artistic work They arc close-ups illustrating 
the life of the bizane little birds he observed, and of 
the exotic plant life of their habitat (fig 72) The 
fragile petals of the magnificent orchids, the scintillat- 
ing plumage of the hummingbirds that his eye catches 
in flight with an uncanny skill— all are rendered with 
a technique delicate enough for miniature work And 
he provides the whole with an almost equally precise 


landscape background he traces the rugged branches 
of giant trees weighed down with flying moss, he counts 
the leaves of palm trees in their luscious groves, and 
he indicates every strain of the silvery water in a far- 
away cascade, while a cloudy sky unfolds a subtle play 
of light and shadow, color and gray, under his smooth 
though somewhat pedantic brush, 

The chief subject matter of Ileade’s paintings, the 
birds and the plants in which he was especially inter- 
ested, IS arranged m a plane parallel to the picture 
plane, a composition often emphasized by branches 
forming a kind of trellis Moreover, these foreground 
motifs are focused separately and arc portrayed with 
an intensified realism In this respect Headers Brazilian 
pictures are linked with the tradition of the trompe 
Vceil, although nut trompe Voeils m a literal sense 
His passionate interest in nature as a scientific phe- 
nomenon must have inspired him to develop his indi- 
vidual variety of illusionisni as a medium for the stu- 
dent of natural history Headers unassuming little 
paintings have the fascinating aroma of adventure, of 
discover}', of an exotic world that is also real and 
mysterious 

The interest in the minute that prompted Headers 
studies in foreign countries was shared by a group of 
painters who rarely moved outside the sheltered world 
of their studios It was the development of photog- 
raphy that made people increasingly conscious of de- 
tail in the second half of the nineteenth century llic 
painters first welcomed the new invention as a tool 
that would ennch their visual experience, but they 
were soon to learn that it had deprived them of their 
most reliable source of income, the portrait Further- 
more, it confused the aesthetic issue for many painters, 
who were naively impressed by the perfection of the 
camera. Only those painters who represented the tradi- 
tion of the trompe Vceil did not suffer from the in- 
fluence of photography, their method had enough in 
common with photography for them to compete with 
it 

The painting Locomotive Entering Yard at Night, 
the work of an unknown artist, introduces a new sub- 
ject into American painting— machinery (fig 75) It 
IS a closc-np, seen from the engineer's cab In a slender 
frame with an arched top, the body of the engine 
appears in a sharply foreshortened aspect, depicted 
with the precision of a mechanical draftsman The 
silhouette of the frame suggests the arched window of 
the cab of an old-fashioncd locomotive, two such win- 
dows appear on each side of the boiler Our imagina- 
tion complements the window frame which, if illus- 
trated, would be parallel to tlic picture plane like the 
cupboard frames of Gysbrccht, Oudry, and King. It is 
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especially this device that links the Locomotive at 
Night with trompe Vceil painting. Moreover, the 
painter emphasized the parts of the engine that arc 
planes and appear parallel to the picture plane. Thus 
he gave the locomotive an almost tangible reality. 

The design of the engine is typical of the early stage 
of technology, which was afraid of functional forms 
and as a result prettified machinery by decorating, in 
this case, the smokestack with classic moldings and by 
topping valves and pipe ends with neatly polished brass 
balls From the lantern on top of the boiler, beams of 
light reach along the rails into the night, while a 
lighted tram approaches from the background Dim 
lights and a blurred contour suggest a freight yard. A 
few stars show m the sky 

The painting is done m a smooth and somewhat dry 
technique The type of the engine as well as the 
handling of color suggests a date around 1880— in its 
penod a unique athievement Turner had discovered 
the railway as a pictonal motif as early as 1844, and 
Monet had )ust painted his Oare St.-Lazare (1877). 
The English romanticist had reduced the train m his 
famous Ram, Steam and Speed to a fleeting vision, and 
the French impressionist had studied the effect of 
light on the new world of steel, glass, and smoke, the 
anonymous Amencan— a superreahst by intuition— 
painted the engine for its own sake He painted, to all 
practical purposes, a still life in motion. 

The unknown artist to whom we owe this fascinat- 
ing little work was assuredly no pnmitive, for he had 
mastered perspective and showed a skilled hand in the 
representation of engine parts He knew how to sug- 
gest the mood of the night scenery, and must have 
been thoroughly familiar with his subject Is it not 
probable that the painter was an engineer, enthusi- 
astic about the railroad and acquainted with the tech- 
nical drawing of railway equipment? If so, this paint- 
ing was undertaken as a more personal project in visual 
representation than his daily work at the drawing board 
required 

There are isolated instances of artistic ventures that 
moved in a similar direction at about the same time, 
including a still life by an otherwise forgotten painter, 
Morston Constantine Ream, who lived from 1840 to 
1898 and was active in New York. It is dated 1877 ^nd 
shows a plum, a small wineglass, nuts and a fly on a 
table covered with a white cloth (fig 74) The back- 
ground is plain and shows the familiar diagonal division 
in light and shadow. One of the walnuts is cracked, 
and part of its kernel is on the table The work is 
painted with almost painful attention to detail The 
fmits and the insect are larger than natural scale, and 
this together with the exactitude of the representation 


endows the whole with a slightly uncanny overtone: 
the magnified fly looks dangerous, and the bulges of 
the kernel induce a morbid anatomical effect. It is as if 
the painter had discovered in the commonplace a mys- 
terious quality resulting from the intensity of the feel- 
ing it aroused in him. In his desire to express the depth 
of this experience, he resorted to the device of enlarg- 
ing the objects in the immediate foreground 
The 'magic' effect, which in Morston Ream’s picture 
is limited by a somewhat amateurish technique, was 
developed into a sophisticated style by a highly com- 
petent artist, William M Harnett Bom in Clonakilty, 
County Cork, Ireland, m 1848, Harnett was brought 
to the United States by his parents when he was only 
a year old. The family settled in Philadelphia, where 
the father died after a few years and left his family 
in dire poverty When William was seventeen, he 
learned the trade of an engraver, and at nineteen he 
received his first training in art at the Pennsylvania 
Academy of Fine Arts in Philadelphia, Two years later 
he moved to New York, and continued his studies in 
evening classes, and for a short time under a private 
teacher, Thomas Jensen About 1870 he began to ex- 
hibit his paintings at the National Academy of Design 
He sold his work at modest pnees, up to $150 a paint- 
ing, and won friends among the collectors In 1875 he 
gave up engraving definitely and returned to Philadel- 
phia, exhibiting there at the Academy. In 1878 he 
left for Europe, stayed first m London and after a few 
months moved to Frankfort-on-the-Mam, where he 
lived in the house of his patron, a German collector, 
for the next two years From 1882 to 1884 he worked 
in Munich and traveled through Germany, collecting 
‘paintable’ antiques for his studio 
His pictures were eagerly sought after, but the aca- 
demic pundits whom he approached for instruction 
repudiated his work As a result he gave up studying 
with teachers and preferred to go to the Old Masters 
in quest of instruction A strong ‘elective affinity’ drew 
him to the trompe Voeil painters and to those Dutch 
and Flemish still-life painters of the seventeenth cen- 
tury whose realism came close to the trompe I’ceil 
By 1884 he felt that he could make a bid for world 
renown from Pans he sent an elaborate still life to 
the Grand Salon, the undisputed court where the strug- 
gle for international recognition was decided Every 
year during the ’eighties, a small volume appeared in 
Paris in which a selection of forty paintings from the 
Grand Salon were reproduced and discussed Author 
of the volume was Louis Enault, a fonner royalist, exile, 
globe-trotter, and novelist forgotten today, but whose 
books were widely read in his time and whose art 
criticism was considered authontative in the g^and 
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monde. Enault’s selection of what he dubbed the best 
paintings of the year was accepted abroad the more 
readily because it excluded everything ‘controversial/ 
Turning the pages of the volume of his Pans Salons 
that contains the harvest of 1885, one is surprised to 
find not one of the masters who today make the glory 
of French nineteenth-century painting Sugary genre 
paintings and pretentious historic compositions pre- 
vail. Some of the unobtrusive landscapes are the least 
offensive. In this questionable company appears Har- 
nett’s Trophde de Chasse (now in the Columbus Gal- 
lery of Fine Arts, Columbus, Ohio). It is interesting 
to read Enault’s comment. 'The inclusion of this foreign 
work seems to have shattered the wall of conventions 
that otherwise made the verdicts of this sham expert 
a mockery of art cnticism, for on Harnett’s painting he 
wrote some lines of truly understanding appraisal' 
‘J’ai rarement vu un relief plus puissant une 
vigueur amvant au trompe I’oeil II serait vraiment 
difficile de mieux faire ’ Whatever Enault’s criticism 
was worth, it was considered authontative by the pub- 
lic, and Harnett profited by it He returned to America 
m 1886 and settled in New York, a man whose for- 
tune was made His prices gradually rose to $2000 and 
perhaps even more, but he did not enjoy his success for 
long A rheumatic disease from which he vainly sought 
relief in European and American health resorts seems 
to have undermined his resistance, and an illness of a 
few days caused his death in 1892 For a short time his 
paintings were sought after eagerly and some of them 
sold for as much as $10,000, but forty years later, dusty 
and blunted, they stood in attics and secondhand 
shops, entirely forgotten An art dealer in New York 
rediscovered Harnett and exhibited his work in 1939 
This exhibition was a sensational success, and since 
then collectors and museums have vied with each other 
to secure his painbngs 

A fascinating story— and one that forcefully raises 
the questions. Wliat made Harnett’s work so quickly 
famous and equally quickly forgotten, and what is the 
reason for its resurgence? Why has it escaped the fate 
of the other works that won fame side by side with it 
in the Pans Salon, the fate of being dated beyond 
salvation? 

Harnett was a still-hfc painter to the exclusion of 
everything else According to his own words he did only 
two portraits m his whole life There is an early paint- 
ing by Harnett called To the Opera, a close-up of a 
hand carrying a walking stick (fig 76)— a bizarre little 
work that in a roundabout way seems to disclose a 
negative attitude toward men, for it substitutes a limb 
for the whole figure Not satisfied with that, the painter 
gave the hand a macabre, lifeless appearance It hints 


that he fought shy of people and was haunted by the 
thought of death . . 7 ’hcrc are reasons that make this 
interpretation at least worth considenng. Harnett 
avoided publicity whenever possible, he disliked por- 
trait painting, and he was a sick man 
Practically all that we know about him is based on 
two meager sources an interview that he gave at the 
height of his fame, and an obituary in a penodical In 
Ins interview he carefully avoided giving anything more 
personal than some anecdotes and a few hints about 
his technique The obituary was wntten by a friend 
of his who supplied valuable biographical data but 
evidently was not equipped to discuss art It is worth 
noticing that the magazine that published the obituary 
was The American Catholic Historical Researches This 
magazine was intcicsted in Harnett pnmarily as a 
famous representative of Catholic culture The fact 
that the obituary appeared in a penodical devoted to 
the history of the Church suggests that Harnett was a 
religious-ininded man This certainly is not unimpor- 
tant, but for Harnett’s personality his paintings arc our 
mam source of information— and it seems that they 
draw the veil even more tightly over the artist’s self, 
for they present themselves as cool and detached il- 
lustrations of commonplace objects, when they tell a 
story it IS a painfully banal one It is a striking paradox 
that in spite of his trite subject matter, the effect of 
Harnett’s work is esoteric and almost mystenoiis 
On a small canvas dated 1870 and called Raspberries 
and Ice Cream (fig 77), Harnett displayed all the 
main qualities of his later works On a carved table 
with a marble top a strangely naked-looking metal 
bowl holds the berries. A dish of pinkish ice cream is to 
the left, with a spoon sticking in the flufFy matter like 
a dagger Another dish with a piece of yellowish cake 
is diiectly 111 front of the bowl, and dark grapes are in 
the foreground The ubiquitous drop of water on the 
grapes— a Dutch heritage— is not missing The style is 
crisp, the colors pink, yellow, white, brown, and purple 
clash m a way that is utterly foreign to the prevailing 
taste for the ‘gold tone’ of the gallenes A picture like 
this was indeed rare at the time The painter must have 
possessed deep-rooted inhibitions, which prevented him 
from falling into the many traps of the post-romantic 
period. There is something austere and clean about 
the group of Harnett’s paintings to which the ice cream 
still life belongs and that originated in the first half of 
the 'seventies Most of these still lifcs display solidly 
bound volumes, letters, money bills, coins, conical ink- 
wells, goose quills and other objects pertaining to the 
world of the office The volumes are gazetteers, or as 
we would call them, business directories Harnett never 
tired of depicting these objects in varied combinations 
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that demonstrate the different artistic potentialities 
offered by a limited number of insignificant things Al- 
though not trompe I’ceih, these paintings display a 
markedly intensified realism Form and texture are 
depicted with an unerring and sensitive hand The 
color scheme is deeply warm with rich grays and areas 
of almost luminous red or blue. Occasionally some 
fruits appear in the composition, but they are not 
allowed to exhibit their juicy life energy, they are 
nearly petnfied, caged into an ugly wooden basket to 
be sold at the market (fig 79) or laid out isolated as 
on the shelf of a thrifty spinster (fig. 82) Neverthe- 
less, these paintings have an inner strength that im- 
presses itself on the spectator. Whether consciously or 
unconsciously, the painter is grappling in these works 
with fundamental problems of composition He inter- 
prets the world in terms of a solid geometry that on 
a more pedestrian basis recalls Raphaelle Peale. 

It IS not accidental that the words ‘austere,’ ‘thrifty,’ 
and ‘pedestrian’ offer themselves as most suitable for 
characterizing Harnett’s paintings discussed so far— 
directly or indirectly, they arc related to commercial 
value (fig 78) Either they belong to the hard and 
sober world of the banker (and one could easily 
imagine that Dickens’ Mr Scrooge would have been 
delighted with them), or they reduce organic nature 
to the rank of a commodity (fig 80) One would not 
be surpnsed to see a price tag fastened to the stale 
cantaloupe, the wormeaten apple, the tiny grape and 
the lonely plum in his fruit piece of 1877 (fig 82) 
What a distance between the parsimonious Harnett 
and the wastrel Rocsen, who in Nature’s Bounty exalted 
the abundance of the good earth' Harnett showed him- 
self fascinated by the cold paraphernalia of capitalism 
It IS true, however, that Harnett achieved a solidity and 
clanty of form foreign to Roesen 

Apart from paintings distinguished by their stnctly 
structural conception, Harnett painted a feroup of pic- 
tures m the ’seventies in which texture rather than form 
was emphasized I'hese paintings show beer mugs, 
tobacco pipes, and newspapers, arrayed in a way that 
looks casual but that is really the result of careful 
planning. I should like to call the group ‘bachelor still 
hfes’— an expression which, in a certain sense, char- 
acterizes Harnett’s work 111 general, for the world of 
the woman is practically excluded from all of it In 
these bachelor still hfes Harnett goes to an extreme 
in carrying out his desire to characterize textures He 
distinguishes the porous earthenware of an unglazed 
mug from the smooth surface of the meerschaum of 
the pipe by giving its color a rough, sandlike gram 
Though questionable from an aesthetic point of view, 
this method bestows upon the objects a strangely 


heightened life It is worth noticing that Harnett never 
resorted to this or a similar device when he painted 
really living things like apples or cantaloupes. On the 
contrary he rather avoided giving a natural, organic 
aspect to the fruits he painted This coincides well with 
his bias against painting portraits. He shuns real life 
and prefers to project his own life into dead things 
Most of his still hfes suggest that the owner of the 
objects had just left the room, after dropping them 
carelessly on the table A tobacco pipe is on a folded 
newspaper, its contents, the half-burned tobacco, are 
spread on the table, broken matches with blackened 
ends are strewn about (fig 81) We observe that 
some glow is left and is about to bum a hole in the 
tablecloth, and since the whole picture is painted m 
a manner akin to that of the trompe I’aeil, we feel 
tempted to extinguish the fire Similarly, we have a 
tantalizing desire to unfold and read the newspaper, 
just as in Vaillant’s Letter Rack we have an urge to 
investigate the half-opened letters 
The character of this group of pictures, it is true, 
comes dangerously close to the dull taste of the bour- 
geoisie of the day, but m the ’eighties Harnett’s in- 
creased familiarity with the Old Masters— a result of 
his years of traveling— gave him new impulses that he, 
a man of strictly desenptive talent, needed in order to 
create anything new Because for him creating must 
have been synonymous with penetrating, his choice of 
objects and his faithful delineation sheds light on the 
emotional sources of his artistic inspiration 
Evidently Harnett was influenced by some of the 
historic types of the trompe Vceil found in European 
gallencs The experiences that prepared him for their 
digestion was provided bv native products— there were 
enough Amencan still hfes of a trompe Voeil character 
to be known to him at home These paintings, I have 
shown, represented some of the main types of the 
older European trompe Vcetl in a more or less primi- 
tive form In the European museums, Harnett saw 
trompe I’oetls that were not provincial imitations, but 
genuine masterpieces Here was the challenge. He 
began to reintcqrret them in the early eighteen eighties 
In i88r he painted Old Souvenirs, a free version of 
Vaillant’s Letter Rack (figs 85 and 3) Assembled on 
a wooden wall are booklets, a newspaper, the photo- 
graph of a little girl, some pnnts, a poster and the 
ubiquitous letter, which arouses our curiosity but does 
not give us the full story of the souvenirs They are 
his own souvenirs, hinting at the more profound as- 
pects of Ills thought. Tlie miscellaneous souvenirs on 
the letter rack conceal rather than disclose the experi- 
ences for which they stand, but the fact that the poster 



in the center advertises fire insurance suggests that 
‘inside’ there is danger of a conflagration . . 

Inside— the word gams a great significance if we 
examine a group of paintings with their one object in 
common’ a closed door The door serves as a back- 
ground for the display of odd objects’ dead fowl and 
game, musical instruments, books, and vessels— all 
hung on cupboard doors or otherwise placed before 
the door m an arrangement that seems far fetched 
For who would block a door with all these objects or 
select such a hazardous place for them? 

Seen as links m the chain of histoncal evolution, 
these paintings by Harnett can be explained as a fusion 
of two types of trompe I'cbiIs Hondecoeter’s dead fowl 
hanging on a wooden wall and Gysbrecht’s cupboard 
loaded with books and bric-a-brac But the historical 
explanation does not tell us why this fusion took place 
and why m just this way Harnett’s still lifes have a 
‘brooding quality,’ to quote Edgar Preston Richard- 
son’s appropnate term This effect transcends the sense 
of simple pleasure created by other wcll-painted still 
lifes. 

To be sure, Harnett always remained fanatically in- 
terested in the appearance of things But he arranged 
his objects in a paradoxical way, so as to make us 
wonder whether he really is fascinated more by them 
or by the unknown things hidden behind the door. 
Take the For Sunday Dinner (1884) as an example 
a plucked turkey and a feathered chicken hang from a 
big nail m a rough plank door fitted with solid iron 
hinges (fig 86) An equally solid iron padlock is pro- 
vided, but the clasp is free and the lock hangs from its 
chain with the key m the keyhole The painter em- 
phasizes this state of things by his use of light and 
shadow In the painting The Trophy of the Hunt, 
painted a year later, a dead hare is suspended from a 
nail on a wooden door decorated with large, elaborate 
wrought-iron hinges (fig 87). There is no indication 
that the door is open It is more solidly built than the 
first one, but one of the arms of the upper lunge is 
broken, and a hole shows where it was fastened to the 
wood with a huge nail This incongruous motif has a 
twofold function The first is obvious, to break the 
monotony of the pattern, the second is deeper to 
negate the effect of solidity that the door displays It 
looks as if somebody had tried to break m, but had 
given up even after the hinge had given way. 

In 1892, the year of his death, Harnett painted The 
Old Cupboard Door (fig 89) The door that gives the 
picture its title has a big keyhole and massive iron 
lunges, suggesting that the inside of the cupboard 
would be inaccessible if the planks of the door were 


intact. As it is, however, the door has openings large 
enough to allow a peep inside A violin with a bow, a 
bugle with sheet music, and a group consisting of three 
books, a Dutch earthenware jar, and a sheet of music 
are arranged in front bf the door One of the books is 
the Odyssey, the other an Italian treatise dated 1507 
These heterogeneous objects are on 3 single plane— 
an arrangement which, as I have shown, creates a mys- 
terious impression m a trompe Voeil. Here the mystery 
is deepened because all these objects obstruct the ap- 
proach to the cupboard Our attention is divided be- 
tween the puzzling foreground and the unknown con- 
tents of the cupboard behind the broken door. 

Harnett said his painting of still life was exclusively 
a necessity turned into a virtue. According to his own 
statement, it was poverty that determined his choice 
of medium and his continuance in it He could not 
afford to hire models, so he said. But this explanation 
is not adequate, for his success was enough to remove 
all financial difficulties Moreover, the statement of the 
artist does not even touch the most striking problem, 
namely, how he came to be devoted to the device of ar- 
ranging heterogeneous objects m such a way as to haunt 
the spectator by their irrational effect 
The titles of Harnett’s still lifes, After a Night's 
Study, for instance, or Mortality and Immortality, or 
Music and Good Luck, suggest superficial features 
only books, a skull, a manuscript, a violin, and a 
horseshoe They do not allude to the ‘deeper meaning,’ 
to use Panofsky’s phrase We need to know much more 
than we do about Harnett’s life in order to unearth the 
foundations of his enigmatic work, but we can grasp 
an occasional hint which, in the light of other clues, 
gives us something to go on The slips of paper, for 
instance, may betray something the painter chose not 
to reveal directly. If the fire insurance poster really 
suggests a smoldering desire, the photograph of the 
little girl might suggest that the actual content of the 
old souvenir is the restrained lament of a solitary man 
who longs without hope for the return of a childhood 
love One should recall that Haniett was a sick man 
Even during his European travels he tried in vain to 
regain his health in Carlsbad, and with equal futility 
he visited the Hot Springs of Arkansas The senous 
character of this illness is attested by his early death 
Edouard Roditi interpreted Elamett’s work as ‘necro- 
mancy.’ Although this term is too romantic, it con- 
tains a grain of truth Ins paintings arc the work of a 
man who, in the words of the Swiss poet Conrad 
Ferdinand Meyer, ‘kept friends with Death,’ who was 
conscious of his precarious condition and chose re- 
nunciation as Ins answer to a stern fate Renunciation, 
moreover, was an answer that accorded with his re- 
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ligion, and it seems that Harnett developed the gentle 
attitude of a true recluse. Eventually, he might have 
reasoned, the sinister, cracked door leading to the 
repressed wishes of his inner self would be definitely 
sealed, and the artist could content himself with re- 
cording the surface of the things that formerly ap- 
peared in the enigmatic light of a reverie This would 
explain why, aside from his enigmatic compositions, 
Harnett gradually painted more and more pictures of a 
plain and obvious type, paintings with a range restricted 
to an exploration of surface values. The Faithful Colt 
(fig 84), The Tobacco Pipe, The Old Violm, and 
Mandolin (fig 88) belong to this category The panel 
forming the background of the last is in a wall, not a 
door An almost identical panel background appears 
in one of his most ambitious compositions. Messengers 
of Peace (frontispiece), painted in 1890 In this and 
some other late compositions, one of which he called 
significantly My Gems (i888), Harnett passed in re- 
view the models that had formerly been his favontes. 
In Messengers of Peace, we find the old volumes, the 
Dutch jar, the sheet of music, the folded newspaper, 
the flute and the candlestick, the tobacco box, and the 
tobacco pipe that sheds its smoldering ashes ominously 
on the paper. The artificial arrangement of the still life 
in Messengers of Peace contradicts the fiction kept 
alive in his bachelor still hfes of the 'seventies that 
somebody had carelessly dropped his pipe and other 
things on the tabic As a result this beautiful composi- 
tion lacks something of the inner logic displayed by the 
informal paintings The title, finally, does not conceal 
a deeper meaning, unless we take it as an indication 
that Harnett had begun to find peace in the mastery 
of the obvious after he had all but extinguished some- 
thing more disquieting than the glowing ashes of an 
overturned tobacco pipe 

According to his own testimony Harnett tried to 
exaggerate the particular textures of his models* he 
chose objects in which the character of the texture 
would appear to best advantage He said to his inter- 
viewer: 

In painting from still-life I do not closely imitate 
nature. Many points I leave out and many I add 
Some models are only suggestions The whole effect 
of still-hfe painting comes from its tone, and the 
nearer one attains perfection, the more realistic the 
effect will be. 

It IS significant that the artist strove for a perfection 
that nature did not offer him, but that he considered 
this perfechon to be identical with realism Evidently 
he called realism what we term superrealism* a height- 


ened interpretation of reality expressed by the old 
technique of the trompe I’oeil. 

The aesthetic element of Harnett's heightened real- 
ism has been defined succinctly and comprehensively 
by Arthur Everett Ausbn, Jr.: 

The eye is enabled to expenence in the picture what it 
IS not permitted to do in actuality, that is to focus on 
a much larger area in complete detail, rather than 
having to be content to focus on one detail at a time. 
It is as though one were weanng a wide-angled tele- 
scope for glasses or could observe nature always in 
terms of the sharpened clanty and heightened color of 
an image thrown on the ground glass finder of a 
camera 

Austin’s analysis recalls the observation that the 
trompe I’oeil of the Renaissance and the Baroque pe- 
nods was closely related to the peep show— a con- 
tnvance that in turn is akin to the camera obscura, 
the prototype of the ground glass finder m photography 

It remains to be explained why Harnett’s paintings 
were so popular with his contemporaries. It has been 
suggested that his style ‘satisfied an obscure idea of 
perfection,’ and this interpretation seems to be cor- 
roborated by Harnett’s use of the word ‘perfection’ m 
his interview. 'This urge for perfection, it could be 
argued, appealed to the wealthy patrons of the ‘gilded 
decades’ whose matenalistic taste valued the perfection 
of workmanship higher than other qualities m art 

Harnett’s preoccupation with money as subject mat- 
ter for painting actually must have appealed to the 
nouveau riche, although his predilection stemmed from 
psychological qualities very different from their own 
Even as an adolescent in Philadelphia he had enter- 
tained members of a reading circle by painting the 
facsimile of a one-dollar bill on a membership form 
In later life he once painted a five-dollar bill for the 
owner of a popular Philadelphia bar with such success, 
we are told, that scarcely an evening passed without 
an attempt on the part of one of the less sober cus- 
tomers to filch the painted paper money. At the in- 
stigation of the Treasury Department the painter was 
arrested and his pictures of paper currency were con- 
fiscated The amusing legal incident ended with Har- 
nett’s being released and his paintings returned to 
him— but not without a warning from the pompous 
judge to refrain in the future from such suspicious 
activities. 

Whether Harnett was inclined to love money for its 
own sake— and his pedantic technique as well as the 
austenty of his style suggests the possibility of such a 
disposition— whether the poverty of his early years made 
him money conscious, or whether the one developed 
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from the other, he was certainly no materialist in the 
manner of the wealthy speculators who built their 
faked chateaux on Fifth Avenue He was too sensitive 
to be greedy, and when he indulged in his weakness 
for painting dollar bills he always did it with his tongue 
in his cheek (fig 83) A gentle self-irony distinguishes 
these pictures, and this self-irony is part and parcel of 
his subtle sense of humor, which is to be felt m many 
significant details of his paintings This is especially 
true of his predilection for labels as motifs He seems 
to en)oy roguishly making a literal use of the trompe 
I’ml; for example, the label of one of his still lifes 
showing the display of a secondhand book shop (fig. 

90) was painted so true to life that a guard had to be 
placed before the picture when it was exhibited, for the 
visitors, believing that a real label was pasted care- 
lessly on the canvas, tned again and again to tear 
it off 

Despite the superficial appeal that his paintings had 
for an indiscnminating public, the more refined among 
his admirers must have felt that there was something 
more to Harnett’s work than trickery. Its emotional 
overtone could not have failed to stnke a sympathetic 
chord in some beholder The less obvious the over- 
tone, the more magic the attraction must have been. 
In the overtone of Harnett's work there is advice, con- 
solation in the face of affliction Try to derive, he seems 
to say m a low voice, a gentle pleasure from the humble 
things of your daily surroundings— give them some- 
thing of your own life, and they will become friends 
m your misfortune 

It was the fundamental change of taste at the fin de 
Slide that made Harnett’s paintings appear so obso- 
lete as to lose their public altogether, at least tempo- 
rarily 

Harnett’s success brought into being a short-lived 
school of the style of trompe I’ceil in America The 
members of this group seem to have had patrons in 
their own time, but they have left no traces in the 
literature of art J Haberlc, one of the most gifted of 
the group, is said to have been active in Connecticut 
at the end of the last century The Spnngfield Museum 
of Art owns two signed works from his hand a twenty- 
dollar bill on dark background, dated 1890 (fig 93), 
and a signed but undated painting. Cigar Box and Pipe 
(fig 94) Both are trompe I’anls the twenty-dollar bill 
is a tour de force of painstaking rendering of details in 
which the painter goes even farther than Harnett (fig. 

91 ) The Cigar Box and Pipe puts Harnett’s illusionist 
technique m the service of an eccentric imagination In 
it the picture area is taken up by a board of plywood 
fastened to a hidden base with screws, one of which is 
missing, and a tobacco pipe is suspended from a nail 


dnven into the plywood A rectangular opening is sawed 
in the center of the board, and the top of a cigar box is 
fastened like a picture into the opening by means of a 
toothpick All of this is done so carelessly that the ‘pic- 
ture’ slants m its ‘frame’ and shows a tnangular slot of 
darkness In the top of the cigar box is a hinged flap 
that can be opened by means of a cord forming a sling. 
This contrivance suggests the playful tinkenng of a 
boy— children saw holes in cigar box lids and drop 
marbles through. 

The snapshot of a smiling girl holding a cat is fas- 
tened to the right of the cigar box, even more care- 
lessly than the top of the cigar box to the board. The 
little picture shows fissures and cracks, and four 
matches stick out from behind it A profile cancature, 
probably of the painter himself, is carved into the right- 
hand corner of the picture above the signature, which 
also IS carvvd into the plywood. 

The studied absurdity of the composition approxi- 
mates the irrational effects introduced some forty years 
later by the surrealists The coincidence is more strik- 
ing than in the work of Harnett, who is said to have 
anticipated surrealism, although he never consciously 
strove for irrational effects The conception of a dark 
space behind a flimsy surface of commonplace things 
seems to have haunted Haberlc m the same way it 
haunted Harnett The photo of the pin-up girl from 
the gay ’nineties is used to keep some matches ready 
for the pipe Hence the photo is cracked Such bad 
treatment might suggest that a not too satisfactory 
experience with some woman was m the back of the 
painter’s mind To frame as commonplace an object 
as the top of a cigar box so elaborately is to repudiate 
the pretension of painting in general, and the deprecia- 
tory implication of the anangement is emphasized by 
its cheap and makeshift execution 

The painter John F Peto, in contrast to the whimsi- 
cal Haberle, was more disposed to rationalize the 
enigmatic elements m the style of Harnett, who must 
have been their mutual model. In his Memories of 186^ 
(fig 95) he uses all the devices of Harnett, including 
the torn labels, to produce a perfect trompe I’ml, but 
for all his effort he conveys only a rather obvious sym- 
bolism above an oval photograph of Abraham Lin- 
coln a hunter’s knife is suspended, like the sword of 
Damocles, and the initials of the president as well as 
the figures 6 and 5 are carved in the wooden boards 
which, true to the trompe I’ml tradition, form the back- 
ground of the whole The composition evidences a 
subtle sense of design At the height of Harnett’s fame, 
some of Peto’s paintings were sold as works of Harnett 
Like Harnett, he was a man of frail health Bom in 
Florida in 1863, he died in 1914 at Island Heights, New 
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Jersey, where he had built a studio filled with antiques 
and bnc-a-brac 

In some instances, the allegoncal overtone of the 
type of trompe Voeil represented by Peto outweighed 
the artistic elements, as illustrated in two pambngs by 
otherwise unknown artists named F Danton, Jr., and 
W S Reynolds Both pictures date from 1894 and 
present their titles, Time is Money and T ime. Religion 
and Politics, on a painted label inside the composition 
itself (figs 68 and 92) In Danton’s picture, a some- 
what summary technique accords with the obviousness 
of the idea an alarm clock set at seven o’clock is used 
as the counterpart of a bundle of five- and ten-dollar 
bills The anangement shows the pattern of a pair of 
scales with a dollar sign as the center The nail holes 
and the keyhole, familiar to us from Harnett, are not 
missing Reynolds is more subtle as a painter, and 
his symbolism shows a eertain sense of humor 

The short duration of the vogue of the trompe I’cetl 
is demonstrated by the posthumous fate of Richard 
LaBarre Goodwin, who, at his death in 1910 at Orange, 
New Jersey, was called in a newspaper obituary ‘one 
of the most famous painters in the country ’ With the 
exception of an inaccurate obituary of a few lines in 
Art News, not a single word seems to have been 
printed about him in books on art or in art magazines, 
and he was so completely forgotten when the Museum 
of Modem Art exhibited one of his paintings in 1939 
that except for the obituary in the Art News, no bio- 
graphical data was available for the catalogue Only 
the eventual discovery of his death record and two old 
newspaper clippings shed any light on his life However 
provincial he may have been m the eyes of his progres- 
sive contemporaries, he outlived the favorites of the 
art critics of his time 

Richard LaBarre Goodwin was born in 1840 at Al- 
bany, New York, the son of a successful portrait and 
miniature painter, Edwin W. Goodwin His teachers 
were three obscure painters, whose names mean noth- 
ing to us LeClear, Jacob, and Ilckkmg For a number 
of years he traveled in California, Colorado, and Ore- 
gon to study game and landscape During the Lewis 
and Clark Exhibition of 1905 in Portland, Oregon, he 
saw the door of the cabin in which President Theodore 
Roosevelt stayed as a rancher m South Dakota This 
strange exhibit inspired him to a painting originally 
called Oregon Game and later on Theodore Roose- 
velt’s Cabin Door. According to the Portland Orego- 
nian of 28 April 1907: 

The Exposition Management lent him the door, 
which he took to his studio in the Portland Hotel and 
painted He recognized the battered woodwork as an 


ideal background on which to construct an Oregon 
game picture. Consulting those interested in sports, he 
secured the old muzzle-loading fowling piece formerly 
owned and used by Phil Shendan In the upper comer 
of the picture hangs the Roosevelt soft hat and his dog 
whistle. Suspended from the center is a string of full 
plumaged ducks selected from a bag made by the artist 
in the Columbia slough 

It was proposed that the picture be purchased from 
the artist and presented to President Roosevelt, the 
price of $2500 to be subsenbed by Oregon residents 
At the time of this news article, it was expected that 
the fund would be raised within a few days, and the 
plan was to present the painting to the president at 
Jamestown, Virginia. 

From this moment on all trace of the picture was 
lost The obituary m Art News mentioned it but added 
that it had been shown m the Portland Exhibition— a 
mistake caused by the fact that the actual cabin had 
been shown at the Exhibition The catalogue of the 
Museum of Modem Art evidently based its reference 
to the picture on the obituary There is, however, a re- 
production of LaBarre Goodwin’s lost painting in the 
issue of the Portland Oregonian, which contains the 
description quoted above This reproduction shows that 
a painting called Hunter’s Equipment in the Spring- 
field Museum is all but identical with the lost Roose- 
velt’s Cabin Door, in fact, that the Springfield painting 
IS actually a second version of Roosevelt’s Cabin Door 
with a pair of boots and a pouch added to the group 
of the rifle and the ducks (fig 96) Eventually a third 
version was identified in a painting by LaBarre Good- 
win in the lobby of Hotel Pfister in Milwaukee, there 
called inconspicuously Still Life It is very similar to 
the ‘lost’ first version Charles Pfister, the late owner 
of the hotel, acquired it about 1915 from the Henry 
Reinhardt Art Studios, of Milwaukee 

Attached to the panel of the door is a penny post 
card addressed to ‘Mr. LaBarre Goodwin, Washington, 
DC,’ and dated 9 August 1890 The painting itself 
bears the signature of the painter, with ‘Syracuse, New 
York,’ added The date on the post card has been in- 
terpreted erroneously as the date of the picture, which 
in reality must have been painted between 1905 and 
the artist’s death in 1910 Goodwin used the date 1890, 
no doubt, to allude in a capricious way to the time 
when Roosevelt actually slept behind the cabin door 
of the painting, for in letters to Senator Henry Cabot 
Lodge, Roosevelt stated that he lived at Elkhom Ranch 
in Dakota from 23 September to about 11 October 
1890 The painter’s use of the wrong month is not sur- 
pnsing, for the inclusion of the card was a whimsical 
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touch, and he doubtless had to rely on inexact sources 
for his information. 

LaBarre Goodwin’s painting is the work of an ac- 
complished draftsman who uses the trompe I’osil tech- 
nique to perfection. It lacks the enigmatic overtones of 
Harnett’s best work, but it reveals an unusual under- 
standing of form Its honesty is disarming, however one 
might object to its undeniable dryness And in one 
direction LaBarre Goodwin outdid Harnett and the 
rest of the group he included the picture frame in the 
composition, as once did Charles Willson Peak in his 
Staircase Group, painting it as if it were the frame of 
the door itself and providing real hinges and a real 
lock— a device that apparently took the trompe I’oeil 
to its extreme. 

But this was not the ultimate in the trompe Vceil, 
as the Bostonian game and sports painter Alexander 
Pope (1849-1924) was to demonstrate Pope enjoyed 
the favor of race-horse fans and dog breeders more than 
of connoisseurs He catered to the taste of his wealthy 
patrons by a faithfulness to nature that was photo- 
graphic in a stunning but superficial way He painted 
trompe Vceils of dead birds m a somewhat pedestrian 
but not unpleasant style (fig 98)— a style shared with 
a semi-pnmitive, the Connecticut painter E E Case 
(Suffield, 1840-1919) Case was superior to him, how- 
ever, in the matter of taste, as is shown by his Wood- 
cock in the museum of Springfield, Massachusetts 

(fig 97) 

Poor taste was undeniably the chief weakness of 
the successful Alexander Pope As a matter of fact, it 
was the coarseness of his realism that led the trompe 
I'ceil ad absurdum in its ultimate stage and that sur- 
passed even LaBarre Goodwin’s trick with the door; 
Pope painted a lion in a cage so true to life that the 
picture was exhibited behind actual iron bars, an ar- 
rangement meant to produce the illusion that there 
was a real lion in the cage, llie painting was exhibited 
m this fashion at the hall of the Old Plaza Hotel in 


New York and drew admirers from all over the coun- 
try. It was imitated even in Salt Lake City. In employ- 
ing the tacky decoration of hotel lounges, the trompe 
Vceil had reached the apogee of its development. 

Painters of a more subtle disposition must have 
recognized the impass to which unbridled illusionism 
had led them At least such seems to have been true 
of Martin J Heade In the ’seventies and ’eighties this 
restless traveler made a name for himself in the United 
States as a painter of landscapes with realistic render- 
ings of atmospheric phenomena, especially sunsets and 
thunderstorms. They arc executed m a rather thin 
technique that reminds one somewhat of the Dussel- 
dorf tradition, but some of them reveal a sensitivity 
that stnkingly transcends the pedantic manner of this 
school In one of his best hours Heade painted a view 
of his stud'O a big canvas showing a rivulet winding 
through a plain is set on trestles, so that we do not see 
its frame but arc made to believe that the landscape 
really extends indefinitely (fig 75) The attempt at 
deceptive realism is earned so far that the water of the 
rivulet in the picture dnps from the canvas to the 
floor of the studio. In the dark area between the 
trestles, a strange being, a kind of full moon with a 
human face and matchlike arms and legs, appears, 
looking critically at the falling water It seems probable 
that the ‘gremlin in the studio,’ as the picture was 
named after its recent rediscovery, was suggested to 
the painter by the circular cross sections of the trestle 
beams This is a playful interpretation of accidental 
form as faces and bodies— a type of interpretation that 
has given rise to numerous pictorial conceptions, rang- 
ing from the ‘man m the moon’ of the children to the 
‘double images’ of some of the present-day surrealists 
Headc’s merry conceit, however, has a deeper mean- 
ing The trompe I'ccil style, once a medium of ideas, 
had degenerated and outlived itself for the time being 
Its best epitaph consequently was irony 



VI. FROM NATURAUSM TO 
IMPRESSIONISM 


T he revival of the style of trompe Vceil 
was not the only development m the history 
of nineteenth-century art that was exclusively 
American. The panoramic landscape of the Hudson 
River School was equally original and had no ante- 
cedent or parallel in Europe. The painters of this 
school strove to represent the large open spaces of 
America This task could not be achieved with con- 
ventional methods, moreover the American public de- 
manded exactness in the representation of reality The 
only device that satisfied both the space-feeling and 
the desire for precise information was the panorama, 
a product of applied optics Actually, there were two 
kinds of panoramas The older one, introduced to 
America about 1815 by Robert Fulton and John Van- 
derlyn, made use of a circular building, whose inner 
wall showed a painted view or scene that spectators 
observed from a platform m the center Because the 
field of vision was not limited by a frame, the painting 
achieved an added naturalness The second type con- 
sisted of a strip of paintings made to pass before the 
eyes of an audience It was developed around 1840 in 
St Louis by a group of stage painters to create the illu- 
sion of a tnp made on a steamboat along the Missis- 
sippi 

Thomas Cole was the first to apply the teachings of 
the circular panorama to painting, and created the 
paroramic style The technological basis of the pano- 
rama and the peep show were similar, for both served 
to create the illusion of reality Since the panoramic 
landscape was derived from the panorama and the 
trompe I’oeil from the peep show, each art form has 
the nature of an optical demonstration It was this 
peculiar echo of clever illusionistic techniques that 
made the panoramic landscape and the trompe I’oeil 


popular in America, for America is the country of 
documentation 

The Hudson River School, especially in its begin- 
nings, had great charm True, the technique of the 
school was not strong even at the outset, but the best 
paintings of the group had a touch of the atmosphere 
of Turner Later on, the interest of the painters was 
mainly topographical, and the laying on of colors be- 
came mechanical, the draftsmanship pedantic This 
degeneration of skill, however, was not limited to the 
panoramic painters After the middle of the nineteenth 
century America lost contact with the creative ele- 
ments in European art A time lag developed, and 
American art became antiquated and provincial. The 
atmospheric problems witli which the Hudson River 
painters struggled could not be solved in a way satis- 
factory to the modern eye, the European innovations, 
naturalism and impressionism, had to be assimilated 
before the art of Amenca could speak the language of 
its own time. 

This IS no less true of the still life than of the land- 
scape, though in a modified sense The still-hfe painter 
was less concerned with atmosphere than with texture, 
and the experiments of the post-impressionists had to be 
studied before a new variety of 'heightened realism’ 
could be developed to match the harder outlines of 
modern Amenca 

Like the botanic-decorative school of fruit and flower 
painters, naturalism and impressionism originated m 
France, but the new movements could not be accepted 
in Amenca as easily as the earlier one. The French 
revolution of 1848, which inspired naturalism, had 
no equivalent in America Courbet, the father of 
naturalism, was an ardent socialist, and the intel- 
lectual enthusiasm of the political doctrine conditioned 
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his artistic attitude and that of his followers. Nothing 
of this kind could be said about the American painters 
of his penod, for when the wave of naturalism eventu- 
ally reached them, it had lost its ferocity. It could be 
said that the romantic realists in America ceased to 
be romantic because romanticism had died, and the 
realistic element remained 

Impressionism in France developed from natural- 
ism and yet was a reaction against it at the same time 
Courbet had painted the world as a picturesque ex- 
perience A warm tonality permeated the picture space, 
and the content was either a solemn sociological state- 
ment or stark reality. Manet, the founder of impres- 
sionism, increased the trend towards unification His 
method consisted of splitting the form into particles 
of color and reanangmg them so as to give the impres- 
sion of reality seen through a veil of light and air. 
Courbet’s tonality was cleared up until it changed into 
a mosaic of pure hues. Finally, the tenets of socialism 
were abandoned, all propaganda was excluded from the 
realm of painting, Art became an end in itself Vart 
pour Yart^ 

Naturalism was not strong enough in America to 
engender an heir apparent— and also an opponent— as 
vigorous as impressionism Yet, there were artists in 
Amenca who groped their way towards the objectives 
achieved by the great masters m France Their ac- 
complishment IS the more creditable because it was not 
earned by a mighty nation-wide stream, as was true 
on the Continent It was an undercurrent only, but 
this undercurrent flowed in the same direction as the 
stream of creative evolution. The isolated experiments 
of these Amcncan painters prepared the way for a 
reception of modern art, again eliminating the time by 
which Amencan lagged behind European develop- 
ments 

On this side of the Atlantic, naturalism first appeared 
in the Cumer and Ives lithographs found in every 
Amencan home Children grew up with them The 
cheap pnnts were folk art m the same sense as the 
panorama was Like the panorama the 'chromos’ were 
not without influence on painters, although they be- 
longed to a ‘lower’ level of artistic production frowned 
upon by cultivated people Postenty is more interested 
in this ‘lower’ level of art than in the works of many of 
the skilled artists favored by society in their time It is 
true that the Currier and Ives pnnts are uneven, but 
the best of them reach a rather high level, and their 
honest naivete disarms the cntic 

In 1863 Cumer and Ives published a still life, a 
chromolithograph, which deserves special attention for 
its artistic quality (fig. 99) It is signed by Frances 
Palmer. 'This artist was bom Frances Flora Bond in 


Leicester, England, about 1812, to cultured but im- 
povenshed parents. The hope of better living condi- 
tions drove her and her husband, a Mr. Edward S, 
Palmer, to America Thanks to an intensive artistic 
training enjoyed m Europe, she found employment as 
a draftsman with Cumer and Ives Her careful studies 
from nature went into many pnnts, but only a few of 
them carry her signature, because as a mle they were 
executed by several people A frail but indefatigable 
woman, she worked until her death m 1876. 

Her still life, a gorgeous anay of flowers and fmits, 
is arranged in vases, bowls, and baskets on a table in 
an open porch A lovely view of the Hudson River 
forms the background Tmmpet vines creeping up the 
trellis have attracted a hummingbird. Although the 
painter records all details carefully, and does not neg- 
lect the background, the painting creates a unified 
effect through a careful integration of all the forms 
included There is no empty or confused spot in the 
picture The lines intertwine elegantly and free them- 
selves again without effort Tins flawless composition 
IS supported by a careful gradation of tones, and the 
color IS equally bnght and harmonious No academic 
tradition weighed on the ill-bred child of the graphic 
arts, the chromo This was only to the good of the 
offspnng, for left to itself, the popular lithograph de- 
veloped valuable qualities, truthfulness and luminosity. 
In other words, it partly anticipated naturalism and 
impressionism 

Not only in lithography, however, were the first steps 
taken towards naturalism and impressionism in the 
eighteen sixties The portrait painter Edward Bowers, 
of whom we know very little, painted a remarkable still 
life in oil showing a decanter with red wine, an empty 
glass, grapes, pears, an apple, a knife, and a few broken 
biscuits on a bare table (fig 101) The painting is 
dated 1865, at Detroit Bowers, according to the city 
directory, lived there in 1866 and 1867 His painting, 
a small canvas, impresses us first through its bright and 
sonorous color A second glance reveals the power with 
which textures are captured the brush strokes are firm 
and unashamed of their onginal vigor As a matter of 
fact, the transparent effect of the glass, and the spongy 
character of the cantaloupe arc achieved by mere dex- 
terity in the handling of the brush The composition is 
stnkingly unsymmetncal, but as with the Pcales, the 
edge of the table is parallel to the lower edge of the 
picture Although the style of the still life is funda- 
mentally tonal and more picturesque than objectivist, 
its forms are clear-cut, and its general character is no 
less spare and sober than that of a Raphaelle Peale 
The tradition of Philadelphia seems to have reappeared 
in the disguise of a naturalistic technique 



Tlie still-life painter Andrew John Henry Way repre- 
sents the same stage in the development of Amencan 
shll life as Bowers’ still life with the decanter Way was 
bom in Washington, D C , m 1826, studied m Europe 
and, after some attempts in other fields, specialized m 
shll-life painting on the advice of Emanuel Leutze 
The artist worked many years in Baltimore, but died 
m his native city m 1883 His contemporaries liked his 
work, and he was more successful than most of the 
‘little masters’ of the American still life The Peabody 
Institute of Baltimore owns an apple still life by Way 
that IS painted with a certain sober charm (Eg 100) 
On the smooth top of a wooden table an overturned 
basket has emptied its eontents of apples The forms 
are clear and simple, while shadow and light are neatly 
distnbutcd. The table is viewed from the side and thus 
appears somewhat slanting As a whole the painting 
belongs decidedly to naturalistic art It might be argued 
that it has a narrative overtone, for the painter seems 
to suggest that the grocer had placed rotten apples 
beneath the good ones; when the basket toppled over, 
the hidden shame came to the fore, a warning for 
shoppers, but the story is so slight that it does not 
change the naturalistic character of the picture 
Way was a good observer of the world around him 
He evidently was interested in the appearance of every- 
day objects m bnght daylight His apple still life is no 
dull studio piece It is, however, painted in a tradi- 
tional technique Of all vanctics of the still life the 
close-up was most suitable to stimulate new methods in 
the representation of light and air. For this reason 
close-ups approximated impressionism at an astonish- 
ingly early time The landscape painter Worthington 
Wliittredge painted in 1867 a branch of an apple tree 
which IS in no way behind its time In fact, this paint- 
ing, now in the Karohk Collection in Boston, could 
almost have been painted by a member of the French 
avant-garde of the time This is surpnsing, for Whit- 
tredge had studied in Europe under the conservative 
Dusseldorf post-romanticist Andreas Achenbach, who 
continued the heritage of the Barbizon School As a 
matter of fact, Whittredgc m his long life (he died as 
late as 1910) only rarely attained again the freedom of 
expression shown in his early study, the Branch of an 
Apple Tree. Here he put the color on the canvas m 
rapid strokes, reacting quickly to the fleeting impres- 
sions that met his eyes One feels the warmth of the 
sun on the smooth skin of the fniits The background 
IS reduced to a few blurred patches of color, a true 
representation of the actual impression the eye receives 
if it focuses on an object m the foreground A charming 
water color Laurel Blossoms in a Blue Vase (fig 103), 
undated but probably painted about ten years later, ap- 


proaches the impressionism of the Branch of an Apple 
Tree, 

Somewhat later than Whittredge painted his apples, 
an unknown Amencan painter did a close-up of holly- 
hocks set against the fnnge of a forest (fig 104). It 
bears no date but seems to belong to the end of the 
’seventies The flower covers the greater part of the 
canvas, receiving full sunlight and contrasting effec- 
tively with the blue of the sky and the different shades 
of green in the landscape background. The handling of 
the color is less vigorous than that of Whittredge, but 
the method of representing grass and foliage by means 
of tiny dots contains the germ of an impressionistic 
technique. 

Naturalism did not develop along a straight line into 
impressionism Expenments were made that led into 
side paths One of the most interesting painters of this 
experimental penod in France was Monticelli He 
broadened the brush strokes of Courbet into gushes 
of glowing color, achieving the effect of fireworks in 
contrast to the sunlight of the impressionists. In 
Amenca Ralph Albert Blakelock (1847-1919) devel- 
oped a similar style independently. With patches of 
color he tried to capture the effect of twilight or of 
moonlight His technique approximates that m a 
mosaic, and makes it proper to list Blakelock among 
the naturalists and impressionists instead of the post- 
romanticists He strove to poetize nature and seldom 
painted still lifes, when he did, flowers were his sub- 
ject matter (fig 102) His paintings are permeated by 
a melancholy that gradually turned into insanity— -a 
strange coincidence, for Monticelli suffered the same 
fate Extreme poverty might have contributed to Blake- 
lock's breakdown, but was scarcely its cause 

The painters thus far discussed were not influenced 
by their French contemporanes It was only natural, 
however, that American painters of French descent 
should go to study in Pans For example, John La 
Farge, born in 1835 m New York to a French family 
of artistic culture, had his training in France There, 
in the eighteen fifties, he associated himself with Wil- 
liam Moms Hunt, the Amencan apostle of Millet It 
was through Hunt that La Farge was exposed to Mil- 
let’s style, which was naturalistic with leanings towards 
idealism La Farge later on told Royal Cortissoz 

In 1859 I aimed at making a realistic study of painting, 
keeping to myself the designs and attempts, serious or 
slight, which might have a meaning more than that of 
a stnet copy from nature I painted flowers to get the 
relation between the softness and the brittleness of the 
flower and the hardness of the bowl or whatever it 
might be in which the flower might be placed. Instead 
of arranging my subject, which is the usual studio 
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way, I had it placed before me by chance, with any 
background and any light, leaving, for instance, the 
choice of flowers and vase to the servant girl or groom 
or any one else Or else I copied the corner of the 
breakfast table as it happened to be. 

La Farge^s flower pieces of the 'sixties are closer to 
contemporary French art than anything in America at 
the time As a matter of fact, they arc broader than 
those of Fantin Latour, which they resemble at times, 
though only vaguely The Magnolia Grandiflora in the 
Lawrence Art Museum (fig 107) does not bear a date, 
but seems to have been dashed off while the influence 
of Pans was still fresh. Thus it must be dated about 
i860 Its composition is highly unorthodox and its 
technique unusually bold Another flower study, the 
Calla Lily in the collection of Professor Frank Jewett 
Mather, shows a similar but already more integrated 
style and is dated 1862 (fig 106) The calla lily floats 
in the company of some other flowers in a tray of water 
This anangement is so strikingly informal that few 
artists in the 'sixties would have chosen it for a paint- 
ing The picture illustrates La Farge’s statement to 
Cortisso? quoted above, for the flowers really appear 
in the picture as if they were arranged by chance The 
casual quality of the motif, however, was not followed 
literally by the artist lie emphasized some parts and 
softened others The white form of the lily stands out 
from the warm darkness of the background like a 
marble figure in the shadow of a dense grove The 
aesthetic appeal of the picture is not achieved in a 
haphazard way It is the result of careful organization 

Two years later La Farge visibly moved away from 
the naturalism of his earliest period in his Vase of 
Flowers of 1864 nature is interpreted with an esoteric 
taste touching on mysticism (fig 109) The flowers in a 
cylindrical vase look as if they had grown on the top 
of a broken column Both the flowers and the recep- 
tacle almost melt into the indefinite brown background 
woven of strange plants A slip of paper bearing the 
signature of the artist is on the table to the right of the 
vase, and a tiny flower lies on it I’his delicate motif 
suggests a deeper meaning without revealing its signifi- 
cance The vase itself is placed in the lower left corner 
of the picture space This unusual arrangement creates 
a forlorn feeling, and the impression of .the whole is 
enigmatic 

In 1865 La Farge again painted a closc-up Holly- 
hocks and Corn, set against an indistinct but luminous 
orange-yellow background (fig 108) The green husks 
of the corn are torn open to show the yellow kernels 
The painter, whose poetical and intellectual trend 
seems to have conic more and more into the open. 


dramatized the contrast between the blossoms, which 
reach out vigorously for the rays of the sun, and the 
fruit, which rests on the ground, heavy and open, ready 
to sink its seeds into the soil 
A year after this painting, literary propensities defi- 
nitely gamed ascendency over the pictonal value of 
La Farge's work In 1866 he painted the Wreath (fig 
no), a work that openly acknowledges its symbolic 
inspiration, for it contains an explanatory inscription 
A wreath is fastened on a baic stone wall, in such a way 
that the distances between the four edges of the pic- 
ture and the circumference of the wreath are unequal 
This arrangement produces an effect similar to that 
of the flower vase— an effect that I have interpreted as 
forlorn Forlomness actually is the essence of the 
Greek inscription graven in the stone below the 
wreath Nco»/ lo-ra/icmo, *As summer was just 

beginning, an elegiac meditation evidently prompted 
by the death of a youthful person 
In spite of its symbolism, La Farge's Wreath is 
painted in the technique of naturalism Tlie time for 
a genuine pictorial symbolism had not arrived The 
danger of eclecticism always threatens artists with sym- 
bolic leanings, and La Farge did not escape In the 
'seventies he abandoned his sound naturalism in favor 
of a more academic, decorative style After about 1880 
he devoted himself almost exclusively to the design 
of stained glass and to the creation of murals, which 
were executed mainly by his assistants The promise 
of his beginnings as a pure painter was not fulfilled in 
his later work He died in 1910 at Providence, Rhode 
Island, a famous man, but the lasting works he left 
were the unassuming paintings of his youth In this 
respect. La h arge was not unique among his contempo- 
raries In Europe Adolf \on Mcnzcl is a striking ex- 
ample of a painter whose posthumous fame rests largely 
on the works of his \onth and whose later paintings, 
more highly piaised by his contemporaries, are dated 
And it IS not without significance that the beautiful 
works of Mcnzcl’s youth show for French naturalism 
an affinity that he gradually lost in later years 
The influence of Courbet reached America belatedly 
and indirectly, through Munich The first of Uic manv 
Americans who studied m Munich was Frank Duve- 
ncck, William Mcrrit Chase came next Duvcncck 
was born in 1848, Chase in 1(849 Chase died in 1916 
Duvcncck survived him b\ three years It was tlicir 
generation that introduced ihe methods of the Munich 
studios in Ameiica methods stressing the portrayal 
of textures, a warm and rich tonality, and an alia pnnm 
technique that delighted in the display of elegant 
brush strokes Both had distinguished careers as teach- 
ers, apart from their successes as ar^^ists Duvcncck 



painted still lifes only occasionally; they are dashing 
exerases of the brush (fig 105). Chase made still-hfe 
painting an integral part of his (suvre. An eclectic by 
temperament, he developed a standard type of com- 
position modeled after the Dutch kitchen pieces. The 
Silvery skin of fishes is cleverly contrasted with the 
shiny surface of brass or copper pans (figs, 111 and 
112). 

Emil Carlsen, slightly younger, succeeded Chase as 
the favonte Amencan still-life painter at the end of 
the nineteenth century. Bom m Copenhagen, Den- 
mark, in 1853 and trained there as an architectural 
draftsman, he developed into an artist only after he 
had come to America as a young man. A sojourn in 
Pans left its mark on his painbng although he was en- 
gaged there in commercial art production. His still 
hfes are not strong, but at their best have a distinct 
feminine charm (figs 113 and 114). Carlsen died in 
1932. 

The Boston-bom painter Abbott Henderson Thayer 
(1849-1921) was in Pans in 1875, ten years ahead of 
Carlsen The idealizing tendency that made his am- 
bibous figure composibons successful dunng his life- 
time has proved to be an obstacle to their appreciation 
a generation later. In painbng dead fowl he was in his 
tme element, for he was an amateur zoologist His 
honest and tasteful way of painting finds its happiest 
expression in his still hfes (fig. 116). The result comes 
close to that of Courbet and Schuch (fig 13) thanks 
to an impeccable technique and a natural gift for por- 
traying textures. An otherwise unknown Amencan 
painter L Koechlin created a similar still life with fowl 
in 1890 (fig 117). 

Among the Americans who discovered the impres- 
sionists m Pans for themselves at an early date, J. 
Alden Weir (1852-1919) alone painted still hfes more 
than occasionally Only in the earliest of them did he 
keep himself free from the general decay of form char- 
actenzing so many of the foreign followers of the great 
French pioneers For his Delft Plate (1888) Weir was 
evidently inspired by Manet (fig 115) The way in 
which the peaches are built up with nervous strokes 
of the brush, that in which the pewter of the beer mug 
IS dissolved in patches of color conveying the impres- 
sion of hghts—this is early impressionism at its best 
The composition displays a trend towards asymmetry 
and towards the inclusion of empty areas, which came 
to the French impressionists from Japan. 

Of Childc Hassam (1859-1935), who translated 
Claude Monet into the Amencan idiom, only a few 
fruit and flower pieces arc known By their abbreviated 
style, they sometimes suggest Chinese wash drawings 
(fig 119) 


Fredenck Carl Fnesecke (1874-1939) did not so 
much Amencanize as popularize French impression- 
ism. In his attractive garden and boudoir scenes, he 
adapted its formulas to the traditional taste. When he 
chose a bunch of wild flowers for a model instead of a 
girl in a tempting negligee, he escaped the danger of 
being commonplace to which he often succumbed and 
displayed a well-trained and not too heavy hand (fig. 
118) 

William J Glackens of Philadelphia (1870-1938) 
was, next to Twachtmann, the most important among 
the American impressionists. He was a press illustrator 
by profession, and in this capacity acquired a humble 
devotion to reality from which his painting benefited. 
His style was patterned after Renoir, but he was too 
much of an American and too much of a reporter to 
follow Renoir into his most personal realm. For this 
realm was exclusively French Renoir never was a 
realist. His lync interpretation of nature was difficult 
to reconcile to the training of a draftsman like 
Glackens, whose strength was the ability to grasp the 
hard facts of daily life m the big cihes. Glackens never 
followed Renoir in dissolving form into a web of color 
fibers He only enriched the appearance of his paintings 
by imitating Renoir’s technique and color. Nor did he 
follow the French impressionists in their avoidance of 
symmetry in their compositions Glackens liked well- 
balanced arrangements, and built his compositions with 
more tradibonal taste Wherever it was possible, he 
made his flowers fomi regular patterns (fig 120). 

Unlike Glackens, who struggled against firmly rooted 
realism in his quest for an impressionistic style, Arthur 
Clifton Goodwin (Boston, 1863-1929) mtuibvely 
found his way towards impressionism without being 
encumbered with a realistic tradition He was self- 
taught Like Gauguin, he was a business man before 
he began to paint. And he never became famous as a 
member of a group of Amencan impressionists How- 
ever, this had an advantage, for Goodwin’s isolated 
position among the painters at the turn of our century 
prevented him from becoming doctrinal His street 
scenes and landscapes aroused the vivid interest of the 
noted Italian art histonan Lioncllo Venturi, who con- 
siders Goodwin one of the best, if not the most genu- 
ine, Amencan impressionist. In fact, his painting is 
amazingly fresh and free 

Goodwin’s still hfes are few. They are quick notes 
jotted down with pastels in an inspired moment, not 
well-constracted compositions. The painter had a re- 
markably light touch (fig 121) He used the medium 
of the pastel as a clever conversationalist uses language. 
Witty, improvising his effects, he captured the spint 



of a moment. He had grace, elegance, and culture, and 
his elective affinity for French art was genuine. 

Arthur Clifton Goodwin came as close to the serene 
quality of French impressionism as a foreigner can 
without living in Pans permanently and being fully 
acclimated There remained an inevitable gap, for 
America has neither the Gallic spirit nor the silvery air 


of the He de France that generated French impres- 
sionism. The strength of American painting lay in an- 
other field Amencan impressionism was a stage in 
the development of an international standard rather 
than a goal in itself For that reason impressionistic 
still-life painting was no more than a pleasant but 
short interlude in the history of Amencan art. 
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VII. THE GROWTH OF PRECISIONISM 


I N THE last quarter of the nineteenth century Paris 
gradually supplanted Munich as an attraction for 
Amencan art students, but it was not before 1900 
that the work of Cezanne and Van Gogh began to 
impress itself on some of the newcomers. At that time 
was formed the fluctuating and cosmopolitan group of 
post-impressionists known today as the School of Paris. 

One of the earliest Amencans who came into the 
orbit of this new group was Maunce Prendergast Born 
in Boston m 1859, he went to Pans first in 1884 and 
stayed there for five years, but only during his second 
visit to the French capital in 1897-8 did he discover 
Cdzanne Deeply impressed, he immediately tried out 
what he had learned from his study of Cezanne by 
painting a series of water colors on Venetian themes 
Back in Amenca, he developed an all but two-dimen- 
sional style that combined the decorative pattern of 
Gauguin with the dynamic line of Van Gogh About 
the same time the Norwegian Edward Munch devel- 
oped a similar style independently He too received his 
inspiration from the French post-impressionists in Pans 
Not until he was in his late fifties, when illness made 
it difficult for him to paint out of doors, did Prender- 
gast begin painting still lifes First his subjects were 
flowers, which offered him the opportunity of building 
up compositions of pure color (fig 123), later on his 
motifs were arrangements of fruit, bottles and jars— the 
same type of objects that served Cdzanne to demon- 
strate his pnnciples of color architecture The Ameri- 
can disciple of the French master enlarged Cezanne’s 
small ‘color bricks' into heavy ‘color stones ’ In France 
at an earlier date Signac had developed Seurat’s round 
color dots into massive, almost rectangular patches 
Prendergast handled these elements ni a way similar 
to that of the French pointillists His development had 
not come to a standstill when he died in 1924 
Adolphe Bone, a Philadelphian (1877-1934), be- 
came engrossed in the subtler aspect of Cezanne and 


learned from the master how to express form with color 
by means of a methodical arrangement of tones A 
still life of Stone Fruit exemplifies this device (fig 123) 
Later on. Bone tended to subordinate form to color— 
a development that parallels that of the Fauves, a 
group of French painters who collected around Matisse 
Max Weber, also a resident of Paris during his forma- 
tive years, was influenced by C&anne and the Douanier 
Rousseau From their examples he developed a half- 
refined, half-pnmitive style Maunce Stern, influenced 
by the early experiments of the cubists, painted still 
hfes in angular forms, and Alexander Brook channeled 
the esotenc spirit of the School of Pans into a pictonal 
language that was easily understandable, intelligent, 
and attractive. All these artists, and many of their 
younger colleagues, including the sensitive Julian Lcvi 
and the refined Yasuo Kuniyoshi, produced competent 
still hfes without overstepping the intellectual radius 
of the School of Pans, even after they had settled in 
New York and had become integral elements of the art 
life of Amenca Their influence on the public taste 
has been most wholesome it balanced the nationalistic 
tendencies that threatened to establish a new brand of 
the old provincialism under the slogan of Americanism 
I’hcre IS, however, a genuine American tradition in 
colonial times which has been demonstrated by Oscar 
llagen, and which, as has been shown earlier in this 
book, can be traced through the nineteenth century 
It IS a tradition of seeing that may be called matter of 
fact, detached, sober, spare, puritan— terms that in 
different degrees characterize the still-hfe paintings of 
the Peaks, Francis, and Harnett, not to speak of the 
work of numerous isolated and unknown primitive 
painters Like all true traditions, it cannot be molded 
into a popular program and it is far from being a strict 
doctrine valid for the whole nation or for an indefi- 
nite time It IS much too subtle a thing to be gained 
through the mere illustration of the ‘American scene’ 
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and its negative concomitant, the rejection of the 
aesthetic heritage of Europe For the development of 
art IS a continuous process what may seem revolu- 
tionary at the first glance, may actually be the reap- 
pearance of a hitherto latent undercurrent An obscure 
undercurrent becomes manifest at a moment of his- 
tory when the spirit of the time runs parallel to the 
trend of the dormant tradition In its new manifest 
state the former undercurrent, whose development has 
all but ceased, follows the cyclic changes of the pe- 
nod styles 

Each era produces a dominant feature that influences 
all aspects of life in its sphere Take the Baroque, for 
example its most pregnant creation was the modern 
theater, which strove to create the illusion of reality 
Consequently the imprint of the theater appeared in all 
aspects of the civilization of the Baroque period 
politics and architecture, religion and painting Just as 
dissolved matter, invisible in water, at a given impulse 
solidifies in the significant form of crystals around a 
kernel, so the isolated elements of social life gather 
around a cultural nucleus and assume a unified struc- 
tural character The process of cultural prystallization 
begins with faint symptoms and only gradually reveals 
its tendency Today, such a process of crystallization 
has become evident it is the change of society under 
the influence of mechanization 

Mechanization became a crystallizing force in mod- 
ern American art no less than the theater did in 
Baroque art A modem Amencan painter cannot help 
being influenced by mechanization, for mass produc- 
tion on the assembly line, to cite the most impressive 
application of mechanization, came to be of the great- 
est consequence for all manifestations of American 
life 

The influence of industrial design on modem art is 
obvious to the most superficial observer Early in the 
present century, the American architect Frank Lloyd 
Wright, more than anybody else, promoted the recon- 
ciliation of art and industry, but the aesthetic conse- 
quence of the new development was grasped abroad 
more keenly than in this country The Bauhaus in 
Germany methodically applied the teachings of mech- 
anization to all fonns of art 

Mechanization is the product of a distinctly Ameri- 
can way of thinking In the last analysis the thought 
process that led to the phenomenon of mechanization 
began with the founding of the United States, that is, 
with the adoption of the French Enlightenment as the 
philosophical basis of the new republic When Jeffer- 
son designed a convertible chair with an adjustable 
reading desk, this contraption anticipated the patent 
furniture of the nineteenth century. The technological 


way of thinking was in competition with Jefferson's 
artistic credo, classicism. 

In Ins book L'Homme machine, the French philos- 
opher of the Enlightment period Lamettrie had spread 
the concept— much discussed during the late eighteenth 
century— that man is an engine The early enthusiasm 
for things mechanical that in Lamettne's philosophy 
found a less profound than startling expression, in- 
fluenced the arts as well as other activities In using 
the camera obscura and the pantograph, the painter was 
not considered to be weakening his technique but 
rather strengthening it The flawlessly precise archi- 
tectural views of the two Canalettos offer striking 
examples of the influence of the early period of mech- 
anization on painting And we know that Charles Will- 
son Peale used the pantograph 

The same reliance on mechanization subsequently 
permeated '■he whole of America and stimulated similar 
developments From objectivism and the panoramic 
landscape to the trompe Vasil style, the trend towards 
mechanical exactness increased rather than diminished, 
and it was to be expected that photography would 
follow the peep show, the camera obscura, the panto- 
graph, and the panorama as a stimulating influence in 
American painting 

Precision, which again and again appeared as a 
charactenstic of American still-life painting, eventually 
became the mam objective of a movement that devel- 
oped after the First World War and was immediately 
dubbed ‘prccisionism’ by alert critics 

This trend evolved from the experiments of three 
painters who worked independently Charles Demuth, 
Preston Dickinson, and Charles Sheeler They never 
developed a school, even of the loosely knit form of 
the French impressionists. There was practically no 
exchange of ideas among the three men, two of whom, 
Dickinson and Demuth, died prematurely, except that 
Charles Daniel, a New York art dealer, repeatedly 
showed their works together in his gallery and thus 
underlined their common traits 

The common denominator of the group was, as 
indicated by the temi itself, a marked tendency towards 
precision, a tendency not restricted to America, how- 
ever In Germany a group of painters advocated pre- 
cision under the slogan 'Neuc Saclilif'hkeit,' but in con- 
trast to the American precisionists, they subordinated 
this principle to metaphysical interpretation of the 
visual world The Europeans lacked the psychological 
background that made the Americans, accepting mech- 
anization as a normal way of life, feel at home in a 
world of ruler-drawn highways and crystalline sky- 
scrapers. 
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Charles Demuth was the first American painter who 
undertook to adapt the achievements of French post- 
impressionism to the Amencan feeling for mechaniza- 
tion Bom in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, in 1882, he was 
trained first at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, 
but it was only in Pans, where he so)Oumed several 
times between 1911 and 1913, that he found himself 
From 1921 to his premature death in 1935 he divided 
his time between his home. Cape Cod, and the coast 
of Maine. Both the ngid smokestacks of Pennsylvania 
steel mills and the clear-cut gables of old New England 
houses inspired him to an abstract interpretation of 
forms in which he reduced French cubism to a 
planimetnc system of lines This was the nature of his 
work immediately after the First World War. At about 
the same time he began to be interested in still-life 
painting, especially in flowers and fruits (figs 124, 
125, 126). With loving eyes he followed the flowing 
lines of the stems of daisies and the curves of fruits, 
took in the elegant lancet forms of leaves and the 
fluffy petals of spring blossoms Being pnmarily a water- 
color artist, he soon overcame the mathematical form- 
ula of his architectural studies and developed a sensi- 
tive style He often left the background of his still lifes 
white, and these recall the work of pnmitive painters 
from the beginning of the nineteenth century (fig 40). 
It was the art form of the close-up, however, in which 
he expressed himself most happily The delicate tangle 
of weeds, the silver bells of a set of calla lilies, the 
pattern of fruits and foliage in a plum tree— these 
were the motifs that gave him the best chance of de- 
veloping his innate love of precision, not the world 
of steel constmction Very transparent, subdued, and 
pure colors add to the dainty and fastidious effect of his 
art Demuth’s precisiomsm was a subtle guiding force 
rather than a pnnciple It led him to results which, at 
least in his close-ups of plants, recall Durer's minute 
studies of similar motifs. To sum up, he was, like 
Stephen Vincent Ben6t, at home on both sides of the 
Atlanfac without being an expatnate. 

Preston Dickinson was eight years younger than De- 
muth, he was bom in New York in 1891 and died in 
Spain in 1930. A pupil of the Art Student’s League in 
New York, he came into contact with the impressionist 
tradition through Ernest Lawson and acquired a taste 
for the decorative quality of Japanese color prints 
Fitted out with these not at all unusual prerequisites, 
he went to Pans It was a propitious moment for his 
introduction to Pans art circles His mind was no less 
searching than Demuth’s, and Cezanne’s doctrine had 
)ust begun to emerge from pointillism and other com- 
peting theones as the supreme challenge to the young 


generation of artists. Whereas Demuth had the reserve 
of a somewhat more advanced personality and calmly 
accepted the new pnnciples, Dickinson was young 
enough to be swept off his feet completely. For five 
years, from 1910 to 1915, he painted little, engrossed 
in the all-absorbing task of assimilating Cezanne. 
Prendergast had understood Cezanne only vaguely, 
but Dickinson did not cease before he had penetrated 
the inner sanctum. He grasped the idea of interpreting 
space through color, that is, of substituting an infinitely 
subtle system of color planes for the traditional com- 
promise between form and color Being a man of keen 
acumen, he did not aspire to the master’s own crown 
He knew his own possibihbes and limitations, which 
had been determined by his American background. 
The transparent and enchanted style of C6zanne had 
grown from the style of sublime colonsts, the French 
School. The gentle veil covenng the He de France 
and the mild harmony of the Mediterranean Coast are 
not to be found in Amenca; and in the figurative sense 
the mild climate of French culture softens the harsh- 
ness of modem life America’s intellectual atmosphere, 
on the other hand, is too hard and too matter of fact 
to engender an art closely akin to that of the French. 

Dickinson attacked his problem by first substituting 
products of a machine civilization for the products of 
handicraft that served C6zanne as models for his still 
hfes Still life, he had no doubt, was the via regia to 
the new painting His wine bottles, cocktail mixers, 
steel knives, and cooking pans served him to develop 
a style hard enough to express his innate way of seeing 
things, and at the same time they gave him the means 
of simplifying Cezanne’s formula until it approximated 
the aesthetics of the rule-drawn highways and the 
crystalline skyscrapers (figs 128, 129). Now, America 
IS not only harder than Europe, it is also more dynamic 
Accordingly, Dickinson looked for a master who could 
complement the static style of C6zanne with dynamics, 
but would still be fundamentally compatible with 
Cezanne. Such a master he found in El Greco, and 
thus moved to Spam eventually The dynamism of 
El Greco, however, springs from a source different from 
that of America— it is a religious dynamism, whereas 
the Amencan dynamism is of the powerhouse Never- 
theless Dickinson managed to draw a most valuable in- 
spiration from El Greco, a kind of spiritual quality of 
which the external sign is the elongation of forms that 
characterized Dickinson’s late works. Tins spintual 
element also influenced his choice of themes. Flowers 
enter his severe world, and although he did not inter- 
pret them with the refined touch of Demuth, he 
grasped their essence most convincingly, as illustrated 
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in a magnificent vase with tulips, which shows him at 
the peak of his short career (fig. 127). Here he has 
arranged all forms into a perfect pattern of volumes 
without freezing the life out of the flowers and with- 
out distorting the objects into absurd mathematical 
shapes. The simple and convincing color scale matches 
the lucidity of his space concept Dickinson’s precision- 
ism was on the threshold of becoming a valid Amencan 
style of painting when his early death occurred 

Fortunately the last of the three painters who moved 
towards similar goals, Charles Sheeler, has been allowed 
to reach a full matunty and is among us, vigorous and 
creative, attaining a higher degree of perfection with 
every new work He was bom in 1883 in Philadelphia. 
Like Demuth he entered the Art Academy of Ins home 
city, and like Demuth too he was dissatisfied with his 
training, although they did not attend the same classes 
He studied what nowadays wc should call design, and 
Demuth studied what occasionally is still called fine 
arts. But eventually Sheeler too joined the adepts of 
the nobler branch, and that under its educational high 
priest, William M Chase Chase preached what in 
Parisian studios later on was labeled Mumchoisene, 
by a witty modification of the word Chmoisene The 
elegant technique of Chase could not hold the young 
draftsman’s imagination for any length of time, espe- 
cially after a studio tnp to Europe with his teacher 
introduced Sheeler to the Old Masters whom Chase 
imitated superficially Further travel in Italy, under- 
taken with a congenial friend in 1909, opened Sheelcr’s 
eyes to the values of form, and a subsequent stay in 
Pans brought him m touch with the avant-garde that 
was about to develop cubism and fauvism The intel- 
lectual curiosity of the young Amencan drew him to 
the new phenomena, and his deep-rooted honesty 
made him analyze what he saw m the spirit of fairness. 

After his return to Amenca he decided to make his 
living as an industrial photographer rather than to 
try the impossible to sell post-impressionist paintings 
in an America still not quite sure about the soundness 
of impressionism. The choice of industrial photography 
certainly was not a matter of chance. It was a satis- 
factory way for him, since practicing visual honesty 
was an asset in this profession It was congenial work, 
for the lens is the most precise draftsman, and pre- 
cision was natural and essential to Sheeler as an artist. 
Not without very good reason, Constance Rourke, the 
bnlliant biographer of Sheeler, termed him ‘an artist 
in the American tradition’, for it was the genuine 
Amencan attitude towards the visual world— exact, sci- 
entific, and calmly detached— that animated Sheeler’s 
work from the beginning Whereas in Europe the in- 


vention of photography wrought havoc among the 
established values of art, it proved to be a constructive 
element m American art, at least in the hands of the 
nght man Sheeler was the right man. The possibilities 
of a true photographic style were conceived at about 
the same time by him, Edward Stcichen, and Paul 
Strand For a long time previously, photography had 
tried to compete with etching and charcoal drawing, 
only to produce hybrid effects Alfred Stieghtz had 
paved the way for a revolution in photography Now, in 
the hands of competent men, photography matured 
Sheeler lived at the time in an eighteenth-century 
Pennsylvania house of clcar-cut design Studying his 
surroundings, he developed a strictly objectivist style 
in photography, prefernng the simple frontal view and 
the juxtaposition of carefully selected textures to in- 
teresting angles and picturesque effects Engineenng 
architecture and the functional interiors of the Shak- 
ers, that sect of practical mystics in Pennsylvania, at- 
tracted him by their ngid forms Using the teachings 
of photography to sharpen his sense of form, he de- 
veloped a new style as a painter This style, however, is 
photographic only in so far as its precision is inspired 
and consciously trained by the study of photography 
Sheeler’s style is equally indebted to cubism, for its 
fundamental quality is the clarity with which he grasps 
the relation of the volumes to each other Sheeler 
stated personally that visual interpretation of the space 
between the objects is his main objective As a result, 
Sheeler has attained a highly abstract style in spite 
of his eminent capacity to record the ‘detailed appear- 
ances of a new world,’ to quote a neat formula by John 
Everett Austin, Jr Sheelcr’s method of digesting reality 
IS a slow process— a pertinent reason why still life is 
his main province Like Flarnctt, but for different rea- 
sons, he has eliminated the human figure almost alto- 
gether from his world, and his eye, keen and objective, 
grasps the pregnant view of every Gestalt Whether it 
is a corner of a room with characteristically spare and 
smooth furniture or a tabic covered with severely 
shaped glass and chaste white china, whether discarded 
tires or cactus plants are his models, the precision of 
an unerring perception penetrates their appearance and 
from insignificant objects distills the dements of a new 
beauty (figs 130, 131, 133) This beauty is far from be- 
ing cold, for Sheeler is as gentle and sensitive as any re- 
fined painter ever was He paints a spring bouquet, 
and despite the detached and almost puritan character 
of the composition, the picture is full of an enchant- 
ing music of the heart (fig 132) On the other hand, 
when he records the form of the wheels, of the trans- 
mission, and of the cylinder of a modern locomotive. 
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he seems to fulfil the promise of the unknown painter 
of the Locomotive at Night, who half a century earlier 
groped his way with scant artistic means to a new inter- 
pretation of machinery (fig 134) Sheelcr’s interpreta- 
tion of the machine, in all its apparent austenty, is 


eminently human, for it lovingly and lucidly displays 
the intncate mechanical design as a work of the mind. 
In Sheeler’s work mechanization is being humanized 
Hence he not only forms the zenith of a development 
but also points the way to a new goal. 
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Vm. SUMMING UP 


S TILL-LIFE painting originated in Europe during 
the Renaissance, and since then several types of 
still hfes have been developed I’he painter was 
interested either in the ob)ects themselves, in a de- 
tached, objective way, or in the picturesque effect of 
objects, as they appear under various atmospheric con- 
ditions and light effects He finally could intensify real- 
ity to such a degree as to trick the eye into accepting 
the painting as reality The first type of still-hfc paint- 
ing IS called in this discussion ‘objectivist,’ and its 
style IS linear The style of the second, the picturesque 
still life, a product of the Baroque, is tonal The third 
type, illusionist, which was stimulated by a new interest 
in optics, IS known as the tTompe I’ozil Its heightened 
realism creates an uncanny effect 
The first step towards still-life painting m America 
was the decorative flower painting of the Pennsylvania 
Germans It was developed during the eighteenth cen- 
tury as design for painted furniture and other objects 
The folk art of the Pennsylvania Germans flourished 
until the middle of the nineteenth century Folk art 
creates an atmosphere favorable for higher art forms 
This became evident in Philadelphia, which about 1810 
became the birthplace of Amencan still-lifc painting 
as an independent art form. 

The first still hfes of the Philadelphia School were 
fruit and flower pieces painted m an accurate, detailed, 
and glossy style, which had been developed for use m 
illustrating impressive botanical works published in 
France at the end of the eighteenth century The illus- 
trators of these works adapted the Dutch tradition of 
fruit and flower painting to the needs of natural history. 
The chiaroscuro of the Baroque was supplanted by the 
clanty of classicism, and the objective representation 
of fruit and flowers was heightened into an aesthetic 
experience I have suggested the term ‘botanic-dccora- 
tive’ for this school of still-hfe painters Botanic-decora- 
tive still-life painting was a by-product of the rationalist 


movement in philosophy known in Franee as the En- 
lightenment h'rom the time of the Declaration of 
Independen'C this philosophy has been an important 
element of Amencan thought Its concomitant in 
painting was a trend towards exactness of reproduction 
This trend came to the fore in the panoramic land- 
scape of the Hudson River School and in the revival of 
the trompe I’aeil dunng the nineteenth century The 
first was preceded by the panorama, the second by the 
peep show The panoramic landscape expressed the 
space feeling of America in the years of the Western 
expansion by means of a new vanety of illusionism 
The revival of trompe Vccil painting was stimulated 
by the materialistic taste of the ‘gilded decades,’ but 
sensitive artists were able to overcome the limitations 
of matenalistic aesthetics They developed the trompe 
I’cetl into a supenealistic style 111 which still-hfe objects 
were interpreted symbolically. 

The same intellectual trend that in the nineteenth 
century produced the panoramic landscape and the 
style of trompe Tceil produced the artistic movement 
of prccisionism in the twentieth century Prccisionism 
was inspired by photography, and it served to capture 
and at the same time to humanize the mechanistic 
traits of modern American civilization. 

Another American phenomenon is the survival of 
primitive art dunng the nineteenth century American 
primitives — still-lifc painters and others alike gave ex- 
pression to the creative energies formerly channeled 
into the crafts In the middle of the nineteenth cen- 
tury, America also contributed exquisite genre and 
still-lifc painters to the art of romantic realism that 
flourished on both sides of the Atlantic 

Naturalism and impressionism were imported from 
Europe comparatively late, but were anticipated by 
creditable works of isolated Amencan artists In all 
phases of the history of American still-hfe painting. 
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Philadelphia retained a leading role. This, however, 
does not mean that Amencan still-hfe painting was 
lacking in universality. 

Seen as a whole, the development of American sbll- 
hfe painting shows an amazing continuity wherein lies 


its importance, for continuity is the essence of culture. 
The quiet labor of American still-life painters has, 
after all, achieved what more ambitious movements 
failed to matenalize* the establishment of a consistent 
Amencan tradibon. 
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